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Abstract

Historically, Western scholarship has used an analytical, text-critical methodology
to study the Makabhdrata, treating the great Sanskrit /&7hdsa as an unwieidy mass of
religious, philosophical and mythological accretions covering an ancient epic core. Indic
tradition, however, has always considered the Mahabhirata a unified literary work. The
renowned aestheticians of the 9 and 10™ centuries, Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta,
cited the AMahabharata as a supreme example of poetic unity. Reader-response criticism
pi'ovides a vocabulary in harmony with contemporary scholarship whereby the tradition
from which the Mahabharata has arisen may be respected and the insights of that tradition
preserved. According to reader-response criticism, the role of the reader is embedded in
a text; questions as to what a work means cannot be separated from questions as to what
it does and how it does it - concerns shared by the rasa theory of the Indian aestheticians.
A focus on the audience and author of a narrative impacts on our understanding of
history. In the Indian case, that audience and author are accessible almost exclusively as
the "implied audience” and "implied author" articulated by reader-response theory. The
history of India /s its literary history. Kama is the Mahabharatd's pivotal character and
distinctively embodies the itzhasd's concerns; the implied author signals this repeatedly
through a sophisticated use of narrative strategies. Kama stands for the human
experience and uniquely represents the audience who receives the AMahabharata and is
constructed by it. Through Karna the Mahabharata explores its overarching themes of
fate, time, and death, of salvation, of class and lineage. Through this fascinating character

we may begin to appreciate how the Mahabharata constructs its vast "net."
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Karpa Within the Net of the Mahabharata:

Reading the /tihasa as Literature

Chapter One

The Net of the Mahabharata
The Gandavyiiha Siitra contains an image that has inspired the title of this
dissertation.! The Sanskrit scripture describes the Net of Indra, indrajala, a net of fine
filaments stretching in every direction with a single brilliant jewel at each interstice.
Each jewel reflects all the other jewels, and thus each reflects the reflections in all the
other jewels, and so on to infinity. In it, gleaming "towers of great jewels [illuminate] the
cosmos, particles of a web of light beams radiating in all directions.™ The Safra tells of
shining golden light in ruby lands, shining ruby light in gold lands, shining golden
light in emerald lands, shining emerald light in gold lands, shining light the color
of sun-filled jewels in sapphire lands, shining sapphire light in lands made of sun-

filled jewels, shining light the color of jewels containing networks of moonbeams
in red pearl lands...?

| The Gandavyiiha Sitra is the final book of the Avatamsaka (Garland) Satra, the
founding text of Hua-yen, a school of Buddhism developed in seventh-century China, but
it is known in Sanskrit as an individual scripture. This third century Buddhist text uses
tales of pilgrimage to describe the path to enlightenment. Throughout, the Net of Indra is
used as a metaphor to suggest the Reality that underlies the apparent. See Thomas
Cleary, Entry Into the Realm of Reality: A Translation of the Gandavyuha, the Final
Book of the Avatamsaka Sutra (Boston: Shambhala, 1989); Richard H. and Willard L.
Johnson Robinson, The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction (Belmont, CA.:
Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1997), 190.

2 Cleary, Gandavyuha, 19.

3 Cleary, Gandavyuha, 76-77.



... and on and on. Here is a concept of "unity” quite unlike the organic, Aristotelian
concept, and one that, I believe, may appropriately be applied to the longest narrative in
the world, the Mahabhirata The Mahabhirata has been described variously as a "motley
pile™ of accretions, as a set of narratives "nested like Chinese boxes one within the
other,"s as an Indian temple, functioning as the "rhetoric of a manifold and rich religious
system."s I would rather suggest the metaphor of the Net of Indra, king of the gods, cast
 blazing across the universe. The net is a thing of countless multiplicity encompassing an
essential oneness. Like the indraji/a, each segment of the Mahabharatds complex
structure, each of its vivid poems and stories, while discreet in itself, reflects the others
and is connected to them in an intricate pattern. One may be interested in identifying the
jewels of this net, comparing and classifying them — rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and so
forth; the net of the Mahabharata is so large as to make it all but impossible to examine it
whole. Yet I am convinced that by looking attentively at a single part of it, and to what is
reflected in that part, we will, in some sense, experience the whole net of the
Mahabharata.
My interest in the great Bharata began long before I encountered its Sanskrit

recensions. I had read condensations of its stories in comics and novels, watched it

4 E. Washburn Hopkins, 7he Great Epic of India (1901. Reprint. Calcutta: Punthi
Pustak, 1969), 58.

S Barend A..van Nooten, 7he Mahabhirats, Atnibuted to Krsna Dvaipayana
Vyasa (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1971), 46.

¢ James L. Fitzgerald, "The Great Epic of India as Religious Rhetoric: A Fresh
Look at the Mahabharata," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 51, no. 4
(December 1983): 612.



broadcast on Indian television each Sunday for more than a year, seen the film of Peter
Brooks' stage production. I had learned the fine nuances of the Mahabharatd's characters
from numerous Indian friends who bore their names: Krsna, Arjuna, Bhima, Kama.... As
is often said in India, "nobody comes to the Mahabharata for the first time." It is a living
part of South Asian culture. [ was eager to begin its academic study. However, I soon
found myself confronted with a scholarly approach to the text that reduced itto a
bewildering assortment of apparently unrelated passages, mostly read out of order and
used to support a myriad of often conflicting, albeit fascinating, theories having to do
with history, myth, and religion. The Mahabharata was a vast archaeological dig. Thus
began a search to integrate the cacophony of academic voices with an intuition that the
Mahabharata was a unified narrative

My first in-depth work on the Mahabharata involved niagas, snakes. The mythical
naga s, like the Mahiabhairata itself, an ambiguous creation — dangerous, beautiful, semi-
divine, capable of changing appearance at will. The Mahabhirata begins and ends with a
long sarpasattra, snake sacrifice (see Chapter Two), and is supposed to have been recited
during the intervals of that sacrifice. A number of humans and n3gas share the same
name. Some characters are nigas, like Arjuna’s beautiful lover Ulipi; and some
characters are Iike-snakes - Asvatthaman wearing a jewel in his forchead, Karna
skinning his congenital golden breastplate from bis body, Duryodhana hissing like a
‘ cobra. My explorations entailed following the nigas from Adiparvan, "The Beginning,"

to the final eighteenth book, Svargdrohanaparvan, "The Ascent to Heaven." I came away



with a strong, if rather unformed, impression that the huge narrative was delicately and
deliberately held together as if by some overarching literary "net.”

Subsequent studies strengthened that conviction. In a recent exploration of the
fifth book, Udyogaparvan, "The Effort,” | found that hearing certain apparently unrelated
passages as if in dialogue with one another lead to unusual conclusions and to a deeper
understanding of the total book.” I began to approach the Makabharata as literature. 1
leamed that Indian poetics centuries ago had singled out the Mahiabhirata as an example
of poetic unity, and I concluded that recent reader-response criticism provided a
vocabulary whereby India's theological aesthetics might be articulated in terms
apprehensible to Western scholarship.

This dissertation will explore ways of listening to the Mahabharata as a literary
whole. It will assume that the Mahabharata is a work of creative genius addressed to a
sophisticated audience and, putting aside questions of historical genesis, allow the
Mahabharata to speak for the Mahabharata. The approach will facilitate new

perspectives on such important questions as what the Mahabhirata is saying about

7 The paper examined three important sections of Udyogaparvam. the advice given
on the eve of battle by Vidura to his brother, blind Dhrtarastra; the advice given to
Dhrtarastra by Sanatsujzta, and the advice given by the ksatriya woman Vidura to her
son, as related by Kunti to her sons. [ argued that these passages were in dialogue with
one another, and could be understood only in the context of that discourse. Thus, for
instance, we observe an embedded critique of the teachings of Sanatsujata, in a passage
traditionally taken out of context and named the Sanatsujatiya, a sort of holy Upanisad.
What the immortal youth has to say to the king is ineffectivc and untimely. The audience
is compelled to listen to these conflicting voices, and to reflect upon the great dilemma of
the impending internecine battle. Patricia M. Greer, "Ethical Discourse in



dharma, about class and lineage, about fate and human initiative, about time and death —
in short, about the deep concems of the Indian individual and community struggling in a
difficult age to integrate self, world, and divinity. Thus, we may come closer to
understanding how the AMahabharatds audience received the great narrative.

My focus is the character of Kama, the Mahibharatd's most fascinating and
complex character. Although little scholarly work has been devoted to Kama, he
distinctively embodies the narrative's concemns. He is the child of Surya, the Sun god,
and Kunti, mother of the five Pandava brothers, the "heroes" of the narrative; yet Karna
grows up believing he is the son of low-class parents. The Mahabharata takes place at
the twilight between two yugas, ages, when the dvipara yuga, an age of partial truth, is
ending and the kals yuga, the age of ignorance, beginning. While the avatira Krsna helps
Kama's brothers to bestride that painful transition, Karna struggles in £a/f'’s darkness. He
is a thoroughly "contemporary” man — in the sense that humanity supposedly still dwells
today in the ka// yuga — alone, ignorant of his destiny and of his true self. Kama, I will
argue, represents the Mahabharata's audience, which reads and hears the Mahabharata

from within the Kali age.

A Book-by-Book Summary of the Mahiabharata

What follows is a brief outline of the major narrative thread of the Mahabharata.

Although this thread must be understood in the context of the mass of material that

Udyogaparvan," paper presented at the International Mahabharata Conference (Montreal:
Concordia University, May 18-20 2001).



surrounds it — stories, digressions, didactic passages — a general grasp of the "plot” and
the principie characters is essential. I have chosen to tell this narrative book-by-book in
order to give some sense of how its elements are distributed over the eighteen parvans.
Those familiar with the narrative details may wish to go on to the next section.

1. Adiparvan, The Beginning (7196 verses and 156 prose units in 225 adhyayas,
"chapters™)?

Adiparvan begins with genealogies, summaries, lists of contents, introductions to
human and divine dramatis personae, and stories that return to the origins of all creation.
One of these stories relates how Visnu and other gods agreed to descerd to relieve the
goddess Earth who had complained of being burdened with an excess of asuras,
"demons," and humans. The gods decide to effect Earth's relief through the carnage of a
great war in which the entire race of ksafriyas, the warrior class, will be exterminated.
Visnu incarnates as Krsna to see that this is accomplished. The background and course of
that war comprise the central namrative, which begins one day when King éatptanu
walked along the shores of the River Ganges. From the water emerged the beautiful
goddess Ganga, who agrees to marry the enamored Kuru king. She gives birth to an heir
to the Kuru dynasty, a boy called Gangadatta, "Gift-of-the-Ganges." After the goddess
withdraws again to her watery source, Samtanu falls in love with a lovely fisher girl (in
reality the child of a king and an apsara, "divine nymph") named Satyavati. Her

fisherman father refuses to bestow her hand unless the King promises that Satyavati's



offspring alone will be the king’s legitimate heirs. Samtanu cannot agree to the condition;
he grows weak with pining for Satyavati. When Gangadatta learns the reason for his
father's unhappiness, he renounces his right to the kingdom and takes a terrible vow: he
will remain celibate for life so that no child of his may lay claim to the Kuru throne.
From the skies celestial beings rain flowers on the young man and name him Bhisma,
"the Terrible." In gratitude his father grants him a boon: Bhisma will die only when he
wills to die.

Samtanu and Satyavati have two sons. When Samtanu dies, Bhisma places the
eldest, Citringada, on the throne, but he soon is killed in battle. Bhisma then consecrates
young Vicitravirya as king and abducts three princesses to be his brides. When one of the
sisters, Ambd, claims to be betrothed already to another, Bhisma allows her to return.
The two sisters marry the handsome king; after seven years of connubial bliss,
Vicitravirya dies of an excess of pleasure. There is no heir-apparent, the kingdom is in
crisis. Satyavati begs Bhisma to beget heirs upon the princesses according to the
prevailing laws of levirate, but he refuses to break his vow of celibacy. Satyavati,
however, has a secret. Long ago the fisher-maiden once had ferried a powerful brahmin
ascetic across the river. The ascetic seduces her and takes her to an island where,
shrouded in a magical mist, she gives birth to Krsna Dvaipayana Vyasa, who grows up on
the spot and takes to the forest for a life like his father’s. It is this Vyasa who will author

the Afahabharata. He acts as the narrative's eminence grise, appearing suddenly and

8 The figures for the lengths of the parvans are taken from John Brockington, 7he



intervening at critical moments throughout the story. Called upon now by Satyavati to
produce royal heirs, the unsightly ascetic performs his duty by begetting three sons, one
upon each princess and one upon a servant girl acting as stand-in for a squeamish
princess. Because the first princess had shut her eyes during intercourse, her son,
Dhrtarastra, is born blind. Because the other turns pale at the very sight of Vyasa, her
son, Pandu, is bom sickly pale. The servant girl performs well and gives birth to Vidura,
wise but of mixed caste. Thus the Kuru kingdom is fated not to pass to a physical heir of
Samtanu. Complex mixings of lineages and castes will occur throughout the narrative.
Nothing is purely as it seems.

Because blind Dhrtarastra is considered unfit, Pandu becomes king. Pandu
marries two princesses, Kunti and Madri. After a series of lucrative wars, Pandu, not
unlike his titular "father," Vicitravirya, retires to the forest for a life of pleasure with his
two wives. One day while hunting for sport he shoots two mating deer, which are in
reality a sage and his wife who have assumed animal form to better enjoy their
lovemaking. The dying sage curses Pandu: if ever again he makes love, he will die in the
act. This curse is especially severe because the king has no children.

Kunti, however, is another woman with a secret. In her girthood she had acted as
hostess to a samnyasin, "wandering ascetic,” to whom her father had offered hospitality.
The samnyasin is pleased with her minisirations and awards her a magic mantra with to

summon any deity she wishes. To test the mantra, the maiden calls upon Stirya, the Sun

Sanskrit Epics (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 60-61.



god. The respiendent deity arrives and despite Kunti's protests makes love to her,
promising that her virginity will be restored. The result of their liaison is a splendid boy
bom, like his father, wearing a golden breastplate and golden earrings. He is Kama.
Terrified at being found out, a tearful Kunti places the infant in a basket and sets it afloat
upon thie river. Kamna is discovered among the reeds by a low-class charioteer and his
childless wife who lovingly raise him.

The cursed Pandu yearns for sons. When he learns about Kunti's secret mantra,
he asks her to use it to produce the heirs he is forbidden to sire. She calls upon the gods
Dharma, Vayu (the Wind-god), and Indra, giving birth in successive years to Yudhisthira,
Bhima, and Arjuna. Madri entreats Kunti for the mantra so as not to be left childless,
then calls down the two Asvins, and gives birth to the twins Nakula and Sahadeva. These
five boys are the Pandavas, "sons of Pandu,” the "heroes” of the narrative. Some years
thereafier the heady airs of springtime so torment Pandu that, ignoring the sage's curse,
he takes Madri into a passionate embrace and dies in her arms. Madri follows her
husband on the funeral pyre, and desolate Kunti returns to the court city of Hastinapura
with the five brothers.

Meanwhile, Dhrtarastra has married the princess Gandhari who, in sympathy with
her sightless husband, has blindfolded her eyes for life. After two painful years of
pregnancy, a desperate Gandhari attempts to abort the fetus. To her horror she discharges
a single ball of flesh. Vyasa arrives and divides the ball among one hundred and one clay

pots from which are born the Kauravas, one hundred sons and one daughter. The eldest,



10

Duryodhana, although conceived before Yudhisthira is born after him, making
Yudhisthira the rightful heir to the Kuru kingdom. The two groups of cousins are raised
together under the tutclage of their uncles Bhisma and Vidura. The enmity between them
augments with the years as an obsessively jealous Duryodhana schemes with his brothers
against the Pandavas. They all are trained in the arts of war by Krpa and Drona,
brahmins who have tumed to the ways of ksatriyas and become gurus of combat and
weapons.

When the young men are judged prepared, the population of Hastinapura is called
to a show of their martial prowess. Towards the end of the display, a splendid stranger
with golden carrings and golden armor enters the arena and challenges Arjuna to a
contest of skill in archery — it is Kama. Leaming that the unknown warrior is the son of
a low-class siita the Pandavas insult Karma and Arjuna arrogantly refuses to engage with
him. Duryodhana, however, recognizes Kamna's natural royalty and anoints him &as king
of the land of Annga. Karna swears to Duryodhana his eternal loyalty and friendship.

Eventually, after Duryodhana makes an especially vicious attempt on their lives,
the Pandavas and Kunti go into hiding disguised as brahmins. They hear that king
Drupada is hosting a svayamvara, "marriage contest,” for the princess Draupadi's hand.
The Pindavas decide to attend the contest, as do many princes and kings of the realm.
Here the Pandavas first meet Krsna Vasudeva, son of Kunti's brother, therefore their
cousin, as well as the incarnation of Visnu. Arjuna wins the contest and takes home his

prize. Kunti, whose back is turned when they enter, instructs him to share whatever it is
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he has won with his brothers. Thus Draupadi becomes the wife of all five Pandavas.
They agree that she will live with each of them in turn for one year; during that time she
and her partner never must be disturbed when alone.

When the five brothers return to Hastinapura with their bride, Dhrtarastra offers
them the undeveloped territory of Khandava as their share of the kingdom. There they
establish their capital city of Indraprastha. One day Arjuna inadvertently intrudes upon
Yudhisthira and Draupadi, and to make amends goes into exile for twelve months.
During that time he has various amorous encounters, forges alliances, and, with Krsna's
complicity, kidnaps and marries Krsna's sister, Subhadra. The marriage forges an
alliance between the Pandavas and Krsna's people, the Vrsnis. Back in Indraprastha,
Arjuna and Krsna embark on a violent adventure with which the first book closes.
Instructed by Agni, the god of Fire, they set ablaze the great Khandava forest and deliver
it and its myriad creatures into Agni's ravenous maw. Adiparvan ends on this ominous
note presaging the great carnage to come.

2. Sabhaparvan, The Asscmbly Hall (2390 verses in 72 adhyayas)

The important and relatively short second book begins with the magical Asura
Maya, a survivor of the Khandava burning, building for Yudhisthira a fabulous sabh3,
“assembly hall," at Indraprastha. Upon Krsna's urging, Yudhisthira performs a lavish
rijasiiya, "royal consecration,” thereby asserting his universal kingship. Rulers from
across the land attend and swear allegiance to Yudhisthira. Duryodhana is bitterly

Jealous of Yudhisthira's extravagant display. He is humiliated further when he is tricked



12

into making a fool of himself by Maya's architectural illusions - he falls into a pond he
takes for a floor, crashes into a wall he takes for an open door, and so forth. Back at
Hastinapura he builds a sabAa of his own and persuades his reluctant father, King
Dhrtaristra, to invite the Pandavas there for a game of dice. Dice are said to be
Yudhisthira's great weakness. With the crooked Sakuni, Queen Gandhari's brother,
dicing on Duryodhana's behalf, throw by throw Yudhisthira first loses his wealth and his
kingdom, then his brothers, and finally himself. Duryodhana challenges Yudhisthira to
wager his last remaining possession, Draupadi. Draupadi is dragged before the court, her
hair undone, her garment stained with menstrual blood. Duryodhana speaks to her
crudely, and suggestively siaps his bared left thigh. Bhima, enraged, vows to one day
break the thighs of Duryodhana. Egged on by Kama, Duryodhana's brother Duhsasana
attempts to disrobe Draupadi, but miraculously her garment keeps renewing itself.
Bhima vows that one day he will kill Duhsasana and drink his blood. Finally Dhrtarstra,
scandalized by his sons' behavior, grants Draupadi a boon. She secures her husbands'’
freedom and they depart for Indraprastha.

Wrathful Duryodhana cannot accept this outcome. He convinces his spineless
father to call back Yudhisthira for one last, winner-takes-all, throw of the dice. The loser
is to embark upon twelve years of exile in the forest, and a thirteenth year in disguise. If
the disguise is exposed before the year has ended, the exile is to be extended for another
twelve years. Yudhisthira loses. The Pandavas and Draupadi, dressed in the coarse garb

of ascetics, depart for the forest. Draupadi vows not to bind up her disheveled hair until



13

her humiliation is avenged. Exacting retribution for the dishonoring of Draupadi will be
the goad that drives the Pandavas for their thirteen years of exile.
3. Aranyaksparvan, The Forest (10,141 verses and 84 prose units in 299 adhydyas)

Arapyakaparvan is the Mahabhirats's longest book. Twelve years of exile
provide ample occasion for adventures, pious teachings, and some of the Mahabharata's
most famous stories, including those of Nala and Damayanti, Rama and Sita,® and Savitri.
Yudhisthira spends sleepless nights worrying about Kama's superiority in archery, and
sends Arjuna to the heavenly abode of Indra to obtain celestial weapons. Along the way
Arjuna encounters the god Siva and obtains from him the invincible pasupata weapon.
Indra bestows magical weapons as well.

Nonetheless, Indra is concerned that his son Arjuna is the inferior warrior.
Disguised as a brahmin, the god approaches Karmna during his noonday prayers to the Sun,
during which Karna has vowed to grant any brahmin whatever he might ask. Indra asks
for Karna's congenital earrings and armor that render him invincible. Karna obliges by
flaying them from his body; he obtains in return a weapon capable of killing Arjuna,

although it can be used once and once only. At the end of the twelve years, after passing

IWhich came first, the Ramdyana or the story of Rama as told in the
Mahabharata? The question still is debated. The most accepted answer is articulated by
van Buitenen: "It is more profitable and also more interesting to see the story of Rima, as
preserved in the Mahibharata, as the happy documentation of a stage in the development
of 7he Ramayapa very close to the point in time when the main story of this text was
given the form in which we now know it." J LA B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., The
Mahabharata, Vol. 2: The Book of the Assembly Hall; The Book of the Forest(Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1975), 214.
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a severe test, his divine father Dharma guarantees Yudhisthira that the Pandavas and
Draupadi will remain incognito during the critical thirteenth year.
4. Virataparvan, King Virdta (1834 verses in 67 adhyayas)

The Pandavas find refuge in the kingdom of Virata, king of the Matsyas.
Yudhisthira goes disguised as a brahmin dicing master (he has learned the art during the
forest exile). Bhima, famous for his voracious appetite, becomes a cook. The lusty
Arjuna dresses as a eunuch and dancing teacher. The twins pose as expetts in horses and
cattle. Haughty Draupadi offers her services as a ladies maid. When the year is almost
complete, Duryodhana with his brothers and Karna go to Virata's kingdom on a cattle
raid. In an obvious spoof of the Bhagavadgita to come, Arjuna, still dressed as a
transvestite, acts as charioteer to Virita's frightened son, Uttara. Eventually Arjuna
reveals his identity and roundly defeats the Kauravas. The grateful Virata offers his
daughter Uttara to Arjuna, who accepts her for Abhimanyu. his son by Krsna's sister
Subhzadra. The book ends with a celebration of the union of the marriage. Another
important alliance is scaled.

5. Udyogaparvan, The Effort (6063 verses in 197 adhyayas)

The "effort” to which the name of this parvan refers is the effort on the part of
Krsna, acting as the Pandavas' ambassador, to mediate peace between the Pandavas and
. Kauravas. However, Krsna's manipulations and trickery leave the question open as to
whethcr he wants to avoid the war or to abet it. Yudhisthira, returned from exile, claims

half of the kingdom, and when Duryodhana refuses to relinquish even a pinprick of
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territory, the two sides prepare for battle. Both Duryodhana and Arjuna seek alliance
with Krsna, who theoretically is neutral; he tells them to choose between himself as a
non-combatant advisor and charioteer, and his thousands of armed troops. Arjuna
chooses Krsna, and Duryodhana is delighted to accept Krsna's army. Krsna makes a
series of peace embassies to the Kaurava court, but Duryodhana is not moved. Ruefully,
Bhisma, Drona, and Krpa join the Kaurava side, for they have accepted Dhrtarastra's
hospitality for years and owe the king allegiance. Karna, whom Bhisma repeatedly has
insulted, vows not to take part in the battle while Bhisma lives. Krsna goes secretly to
Kama, reveals to him his true parentage, and attempts to persuade him to join his brothers
against Duryodhana. Kama refuses. Then Kunti goes to Kama with the same plea. In an
emotional scene, Kama refuses to renounce his adoptive parents and his friend
Duryodhana, but promises his mother that whether he kills Arjuna, or Arjuna kills him,
she will have five sons at the end of the war. Finally, in this book of revealed secrets,
Bhisma, who is to be general of the Kaurava troops, reveals that he has one great
weakness. Sikandin, brother of Draupadi, in a previous life was Amba, the one among
the three princesses Bhisma had kidnapped for his brothers and later released. When her
chosen husband had rejected Amb3 as a used woman, Bhisma had refused to take her
back as his wife. Amba performs terrible austerities in the forest until the god Siva grants
her dearest wish: in her next life she will kill Bhisma. Amba throws herself upon a pyre
and later is reborn as the child of King Drupada. The invincible Bhisma will not defend

himself against §ikm,u_lin, knowing that §ikax_ujin once was a woman.
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6. Bhismaparvan, Bhisma (5406 verses in 117 adhyayas)

Vyasa gives divine eyesight to Samjaya, Dhrtarastra's charioteer, that he may
observe all the events of the war and report them to the blind king. In an abrupt flash-
forward, on the tenth day of the battie Samjaya rushes to the king to report that Bhisma,
general of the Kaurava armies, has fallen. Samjaya then relates the events leading to this
unexpected disaster. As the armies faced one another on Kuruksetra, the Kuru-field,
Arjuna is overcome by the thought of the impending slaughter — brother against brother,
cousin against cousin, pupil against guru. He puts down his bow: "I will not fight."
Krsna, his charioteer, attempts to enlighten Arjuna on the error of his feelings, and their
dialogue is the Bhagavadgita. Krsna urges Arjuna to uphold the dharma of the ksatriya,
assuring Arjuna that he will accrue no blame since those who are to dic have already been
killed by him, Krsna, Time incarmnate, the avatira of Visnu. In a great theophany, Krsna
reveals to Arjuna his awesome divinity and promises that he will protect and save Arjuna;
Arjuna only needs to take refuge with Krsna. The possibility of liberation through bAaktr,
"devotion" to the supreme Lord, is the Bhagavadgitds central and enduring teaching.

A heartened Arjuna takes up his bow again. The eighteen-day war is recounted in
great detail in this and the following three parvans. Both sides suffer tremendous loses.
On the tenth day, invincible Bhisma decides that the time has come for him to die and
tells Arjuna the secret of his vulnerability. Arjuna places Sikandin-Ambi, in front.
Bhisma stops fighting and falls upon the numerous arrows riddling his body. He does not

die; resting upon his bed of arrows he awaits the auspicious moment for his soul to
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withdraw. At night Kama goes to Bhisma and the two are reconciled. Now Kama is
free to enter the battle.
7. Dronaparvan, Drona (8112 verses in 173 adhyiyas)

Drona is asked to lead the Kaurava army. This is the longest of the four battle
books. Krsna becomes increasingly active in manipulating events, and both sides display
cowardice and duplicity. Young Abhimanyu, son of Arjuna and Subhadrd, is killedina
particularly dastardly fashion. Ghatotkaca, the monstrous ri&sasa son of Bhima, wreaks
havoc among the Kauravas, but Kama eventually slays him with Indra's magic weapon,
the one he had intended to use against Arjuna. On day fifteen, Drona is killing great
numbers of Pandava troops. Krsna tells the Pandavas that the only way to stop Drona is
to lie to him and say that his beloved son Asvatthaman has been slain. Bhima kills an
elephant named Asvatthdman, and Yudhisthira, who has never told an untruth, reluctantly
goes to Drona and says, "Asvatthamanp is dead,"” muttering "the elephant” under his
breath. The wheels of Yudhisthira's chariot, which always have hovered above the
ground, abruptly touch the earth. Utterly dejected, Drona withdraws into a yogic trance
and allows his spirit to quit his body. Then Draupadi's brother Dhrstadyumna lops off
Drona's head and throws it before the Kauravas. Asvatthaman is so enraged at this
unrighteous murder of his father that he vows to destroy all the Pandavas. The Pandavas

themselves are unsettied by these events, and begin to recriminate with one another.
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8. Karpaparvan, Kama (3871 verses in 69 adhyiyas)

Karma is anointed Kaurava general. He asks to have King Salya, an ally of the
Kauravas, as his charioteer. §alya is insulted to be asked to drive the low-class Kama.
Honoring a promise he had made earlier to Yudhisthira, as he drives Karna to the
battlefield he praises Arjuna and insults Karna, undermining Kama's fragile self-
confidence. The parallels between Kama driven by éalya and Arjuna driven by Krsna
are drawn with bitter irony. Kama feels the hand of dasva, "fate,” upon him. He relates
to Salya certain calamitous events of the past that had led to his twice being cursed: to
forget the mantra for launching a weapon at the moment he most needs it, and to have the
wheel of his chariot become mired in the mud at a moment of great peril.

Bhima kills Duhs3sana and, as he had promised Draupadi, tears open Duhsasana’s
chest and drinks his blood in the sight of Duryodhana and Kama. Karna fights with
Yudhisthira, Bhima, Nakuia and Sahadeva, but spares their lives because of his promise
to Kunti. He all but kills Yudhisthira, who is forced to retire to his tent and nurse his
wounds. There he and Arjuna engage in a bitter argument, forcing Krsna to intervene to
prevent Arjuna from killing Yudhisthira. At last Karpa and Arjuna engage in combat.

As had been foreseen, the wheel of Karna's chariot sinks in the mud. When Kama
appeals to Arjuna to follow the warriors' code of battle and allow him to extract the
wheel, Krsna laughs at Kamna and prompts Arjuna to shoot an arrow that severs Kama's

head. A distraught Duryodhana grieves for his beloved friend. It is day seventeen.
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9. Salyaparvan, Salya (3293 verses in 64 adhyiyas)

Duryodhana, determined to fight to the end, asks Salya to be general. On day
cighteen, the final day of the Kuruksetra war, Yudhisthira kills Salya. Of the one
hundred sons of Dhrtarastra only Duryodhana survives. Wounded and sick at heart, he
submerges himself in a lake and magically solidifies the waters. Hunters alert the
Pandavas to his hiding place, and Yudhisthira makes Duryodhana an offer: Fight any one
of us, and the winner takes the kingdom. Duryodhana and Bhima face off for a brutal
fight with maces, a weapon at which each excels. Krsna tells Arjuna that Bhima cannot
win in a fair fight. Arjuna slaps his thigh, reminding Bhima of the vow he had taken on
the day of Draupadi’s humiliation. Bhima takes the cue and strikes Duryodhana
ferociously, shattering both his thighs. This is one more terrible breach of the ksatriya
code, which forbids striking below the navel. Mortally wounded, a bitter Duryodhana
lists the many violations of the warrior code of which Krsna and the Pandavas are guilty.
Celestial flowers rain down upon Duryodhana.

The Pandavas and Krsna return to the deserted Kaurava camp, which is full of
booty. Krsna suggests that-he and the five brothers spend the night outside, while the
other ksatriyasremain in the occupied camp. Meanwhile, Duryodhana lies mortally
wounded. Asvatthaman, Kypa, and Krtavarman, the only surviving Kaurava warriors,
rush to be with him. Asvatthaman asks Duryodhana for permission to kill all the

remaining Pandavas. Duryodhana says this would not be a violation of ksatriya dharma,
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and has Krtavarman anoint Asvatthaman as the last Kaurava general. The three leave
Duryodhana alone on the field at night, in pain, his thighs shattered.
10. Ssuptikaparvan, The Night Massacre (772 verses in 18 adhyayas)

Asvatthaman, Krpa, and Krtavarman nurse their wounds, hearing the shouts of
victory from the Pandava camp. Watching an owl attack and kill a flock of sleeping
crows, Asvatthaman is inspired to slaughter. Approaching stealthily the gate of the
Pandava camp Asvatthaman is confronted by a formidable being. Failing to overcome it,
believing it a projection of his own evil intentions, he decides to offers himself as a
sacrifice. A golden altar appears and as Asvatthiman mounts it, the great being reveals
that he is the great god Siva himself. Siva gives Asvatthaman a sword and possesses his
body. Instructing Krpa and Krtavarman to guard the gates and kill anyone who attempts
to escape, Asvatthaman enters the camp with a troupe of demonic helpers. The massacre
is brutally swift. Possessed by Siva, Asvatthiman spares no one, slaughtering without
mercy the sleeping warriors, including the five sons of Draupadi. The implication here is
that Krsna, who knew Asvatthiman's intentions, protected the Pandavas but allowed the
massacre in order to fulfill the mandate of Time that the destruction of the entire ksatriya
race was at hand. As the demons feast on the mangled flesh, ASvatthaman sets the camp
afire. Then he and his two companions return to Duryodhana. The broken prince hears
their news joyfully and dies.

Yudhisthira, his brothers, and Draupadi are devastated. Draupadi vows to fast

unto death if Asvatthaman is not brought to justice and his congenital gem wrested from
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his forehecad. Bhima sets out in hot pursuit, and Krsna and others catch up with him at
the banks of the Ganges, where they find Asvatthaman seated in the company of Vyasa
and other forest sages. Dressed as an ascetic, A$vatthiman has resumed his brahmin
identity. When he sees the Pandavas he launches his invincible brafimasiras; "Brahma's
head,” weapon, and Arjuna launches his own. Knowing the whole earth is threatened
with destruction, Vyasa commands them to recall the weapons. Arjuna does so, but
Asvatthaman, lacking the discipline to recall his own, redirects it into the wombs of the
Pandava women, killing their unborn fetuses. There will be no Pandava heirs. Krsna
curses Asvatthiman to wander the earth for 3000 years, friendless and miserable. The
jewel is seized from his forehead and handed to Draupadi, who gives it to Yudhisthira to
wear in his crown. Krsna assures Yudhisthira that nothing could have been done to stop
Asvatthaman since Siva's force was within him. -

11. Striparvan, The Women (730 verses in 27 adhyayas)

Vidura and Vyasa attempt to comfort Dhrtarastra with philosophy: all is
impermanent, Time generates and destroys everything, humans are caught in a
meaningless, illusory wheel of existence because they do not understand the truth of their
own existence. The warriors' women now come mouming to the battlefield. Grieving
Draupadi, Gandhari, and Kunti comfort one another. Vyasa grants divine vision to
Gandhdri. (Samjaya had lost his divine vision when Duryodhana had died.) The queen
describes heartrending scenes as the women from both sides discover and weep over the

bodies of their sons, husbands, and lovers. Gandhari blames Krsna's duplicity for all that
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has happened, and pronounced a terrible curse: in thirty-six years Krsna will be the cause
of the slaying of all his kinsmen, and will die alone in the wilderness. Knowing that this
is as things must be, Krsna lets the curse stand-

Kunti now openly confesses the secret of Kama's birth. Yudhisthira says that his
grief at knowing he is responsible for the death of his own brother 1s a hundred times
greater than his grief at the death of Abhimanyu or the sons of Draupadi. Together with
Karna's women and family members, Yudhisthira performs sacred water rites for Kama.

12. Santiparvan, The Peace (12,890 verses and 57 prose units in 353 adhydyas)

Books Twelve and Thirteen, the so-called didactic books, comprise a sizeable
portion of the Mahabharata. Yudhisthira burns with grief over Karna. He curses his
mother: from this day forth no woman will be able to keep a secret. He feels the
meaninglessness of all they have fought for, comparing the battle to a pack of dogs
fighting over a piece of meat. Yudhisthira speaks lovingly of the lifc of renunciation and
longs for moksa, "permanent liberation" from the cycles of existence. Krsna tells
Yudhisthira that he must go to Bhisma for the answers to his buming questions. Before
doing so, Yudhisthira enters the city to accept the throne, appointing his brothers to
various positions in the court. Then he and Krsna go to Kuruksetra where the old warrior
still lies on his bed of arrows. In a state of illumination granted by Krsna, Bhisma
teaches Yudhisthira. The bulk of Santiparvan is devoted to Yudhisthira's search for the
meaning of existence and for the path in life he should adopt. Through Bhisma, various

voices are heard discussing and comparing fine points of philosophy and theology,
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recounting anecdotes and stories, yet always returning to insist that Yudhisthira's dharma
is not renunciation but kingship.
13. Anusasanaparvan, The Teaching (6536 verses in 154 adhyayas)

This book is a continuation of Santiparvan. A striking aspect of both parvans is
the great variety of teachings presented: the supremacy of brahmins and the equality of
all the classes; the way of the warrior and the path of non-violence; the virtues of
vegetarianism and the benefits of meat-cating; the preeminence of Visnu and the
superiority of Siva; pravriti marga, "the path of turning towards" the world, and n/vrtty
mairga, "the path of turning away" from active life. At last, Bhisma, who has lain on the

-field for fifty-eight days, sees that his time has come; he instructs Dhrtarastra to treat the
Pandavas as his own sons, praises Krsna as the supreme Lord, asks his permission to die,
and consciously leaves his body through the crown of his head. The goddess Ganga
comes to mourn her son and Krsna comforts her.

14. Asvamedhikaparvan, The Horse Sacrifice (2862 verses 94 adhydyas)

Despite all the teachings and advice, Yudhisthira still is disconsolate at the deaths
of Kama and Bhisma, for which he feels responsible. Vyasa scolds him and instructs him
to prepare for the Zsvamedha, the Vedic "horse sacrifice.” Arjuna and Krsna journey to
the wonderful sabha built for Yudhisthira by Maya many years ago. In this evocative
setting, Arjuna confesses to Krsna that he has forgotten what Krsna had said to him on

the battlefield, the Bhagavadgiti Annoyed and disappointed, Krsna proceeds to recount
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an old, brahminical teaching focusing not on bAhaktibut on moksa. This is the Anugita,
the "After-Song."

Uttara delivers Abhimanyu's stillbom child who had been struck in the womb by
Asvatthaman's weapon, but Krsna restores life to the infant. With Pariksit the Pandavas
will have an heir after all. Yudhisthira prepares for the Svamedha by letting loose the
sacrificial horse. Arjuna follows it across the land in a journey poignantly reminiscent of
his earlier adventures as a young warrior. There is a strong sense of coming full-circle,
although now the heroes have grown old. Arjuna returns tired and thin. The dsvamedha
is celebrated on a grandiose scale.

15. Asramavasiksparvan, The Stay in the Forest Hermitage (1062 verses in 47 adhyayas)

Fifteen vears have passed since Yudhisthira assumed kingship. Sad and tired,
Dhrtarastra yeams to retire. He, Gandhari, Vidura, and Samjaya decide to depart for a
hermitage in the forest. Kunti also expresses a desire to leave worldly life - she still
feels guilty about Karna and mourns for him. Later, the Pandavas, in the company of a
huge retinue including the widows of the fallen warriors, go to visit them. Vidura, an
incarnation of Dharma, has become a naked ascetic; he uses his yogic powers to leave his
body and enter the body of Yudhisthira, King Dharma himself. Kunti relates again the
story of her invocation of Siirya and Karna's birth and abandonment. Vyisa grants
everyone the vision to see the dead Kuruksetra warriors, whose spirits seem to rise from
the river. The Pandavas reconcile with Kama, and when the vision disappears the

widows follow their husbands' spirits into the waters of the Ganges.
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Two years later, Dhrtarastra’s abandoned sacrificial fires ignite the surrounding
forest, and the old king, Gandhari, and Kunti are consumed in the conflagration. Only
Samjaya escapes and departs for the Himalayas. Eighteen years have passed since the
. Kuruksetra battle
16. Mausalaparvan, The Battle with Clubs (273 verses in 9 adhyayas)

Thirty-six years have passed since the Kuruksetra war and ominous portents are
everywhere. The Pandavas receive news that Gandhari's battlefield curse has been
fulfilled. In Daaraka, the Vrsni people, grown wanton and lawless, had attempted to trick
some holy sages by disguising one of Krsna's sons as a woman. The sages curse him to
give birth to an iron club that will be the destruction of the people. The club is ground up
and thrown into the sea. Society sinks into chaos. When a drunken brawl breaks out, all
the blades of grass become iron clubs, which the people take up and use to kill one
another. Alone, Krsna departs for the forest. As he sits in meditation a pzssing hunter
mistakes him for a deer and shoots him.

Arjuna goes to Dvaraka to rescue the remaining survivors and Krsna's widows.
After burning the bodies of Krsna and his brother Balarama, Arjuna sets out for
Hastinapura as the ocean swallows up Dvaraka. On the return journey robbers attack the
retinue but Arjuna discovers that he now lacks the power to protect the women. Broken
and bereft without Krsna, Arjuna travels to the hermitage of Vyasa where the sage tells

him that his work in the world, like Krsna's, is finished; it is time for the Pandavas to

depart.
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17. Mabhaprasthinikaparvan, The Great Departure (106 verses in 3 adhyayas)

Yudhisthira anoints Pariksit king and sets out with Draupadi and his brothers, as
they had so long ago, dressed as ascetics. A dog follows them. One by one, they fall
along the way. Draupadi is the first to go, and Yudhisthira is told that this is because she
was secretly partial to Arjuna. Sahadeva falls because he felt superior to others in
wisdom, and Nakula because he considered himself the most handsome of men. Arjuna
falls because he had failed in his promise to slay all his foes in one day of battle. Bhima
falls due to his gluttony and boastfulness. Indra invites Yudhisthira to ascend with him to
heaven, but Yudhisthira refuses to go without the dog. The dog reveals that it is Dharma
himself, Yudhisthira's father. Without having to abandon his body, Yudhisthira attains
heaven where he asks to see his brothers and Draupadi.
18. Svargarohanaparvan, The Ascent to Heaven (194 verses in 5 adhydyas)

In heaven, Yudhisthira is outraged to find Duryodhana happily enjoying himself.
He wants to see his brothers and wife. Suddenly their voices, including Kama's, are heard
wailing from hell. Yudhisthira revolts against all the gods and renounces dharma,
preferring an eternity in hell with his family members to heaven without them. Narada
cxplains that it is the destiny of all great kings to have the vision of hell before gaining
the vision of heaven. Yudhisthira suddenly finds himself with the Pandavas and
Kauravas in heaven. The characters who were divine and demonic incarnations merge
into the beings of whom they were parts. The Mah3bbarata now closes its various

frames. We return to the snake sacrifice of Janamejaya, where Vyasa's great poem had
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been recited. The sacrifice is interrupted and all participants return home. The final
verses list the boons bestowed upon those who hear and recite the Mahabharata.

Thus is the major narrative thread of the Mahdbharata. Nonetheless, were a
reader to open almost any one of the parvans at random, the passage she falls upon might
well seem to have little or nothing to do with these events, so voluminous are the
apparently ancillary stories and didactic passages. Only three parvans, the sixteenth,
seventeenth and eighteenth, have no sub tales. This dissertation will argue that very little
in the text that has come down to us is truly extraneous or irrelevant to the whole. If that
is the case, we must question whether "epic” is the Mahdbharatds most appropriate

classification. What indeed /s the AMahibhirata?

What do we mean by "the” Mahibharata ?

The Mahabhdarata, estimated to be nine times the length of the Ziad and Odyssey
combined, consists of tens of thousands of verses divided into eighteen parvans, "books,"
of widely varying lengths. The parvans are sub-divided into adhyayas, chapters. The
narrative itself claims 100,000 verses, the approximate length of the Kumbakonam

Edition (Southern Recension).!? The Critical Edition of the AMahabharata has about

10 Professor P.P.S. Sastri, editor of the Southern Recension, wrote emphatically:
"We are driven to the irresistible conclusion that AMahAsbhdrata text-tradition, as we have
it now in the Southern Recension, is quite authentic and reliable, that the final redaction
of the story from the beginning of the first chapter as narrated by Suta is equally
trustworthy and the extent and scope of the Mahidbharata even during Siita’s time
consisted of eighteen main parvans with one hundred subparvans, divided into two
thousand chapters and comprising one hundred thousand stanzas." ( 7he Mahabharata
[ Southern Recension) [Madras), 1931], vol. 2, Adi Parvan -- Part II, xxi-xxii) Cited in
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75,000 verses. Generically, the Mahabharata is stihasa, and calls itself that.!! [tihasa —
literally, "so indeed it was" — frequently is translated as "history." In the case of the
Mahabharata, "narrative” might be more apt, although there are other types of Indic
narratives: works of imagination (kat43), mythology (purina), and poetry (kdvya). The
Mahabharata is a uniquely different sort of narrative.

In the ancient tradition of Sanskrit literature, stihdsa is classified under the larger
category of smrti, "that which is remembered,” as opposed to sruti, "that which is heard.”
The four sacred Vedas (the Rg, Yajur, Sama and Atharva) are sruti, verses "heard" by the
rsis, seers, of old. Considered not of human origin, the Vedas are too sacred to be
written down. Texts classified as smyti, on the other hand, are considered to have been
transmitted by human memory. The sage Vyisa, whose name means "compiler,” is said
to have compiled the four Vedas at a time when the world was moving into the dvapara
Jyuga, an age when the four-footed cow of Truth teetered on only two legs. To Vyasa also
is attributed a "fifth Veda": the Mahabharata.

Over time, the emphasis shifted from the evocative or invocative powers of the
Vedic prayers to the ritual context in which they were recited. The concern was no
longer with the meaning of the lines so much as with what was going on cosmically and
ritually as they were recited. The corpus had to be memorized syllable-perfect and the

meaning of the verses was not emphasized. For its audience — restricted to males from

John Dunham, "Manuscripts Used in the Critical Edition of the Makhabhdrata: A Survey
and Discussion,” in Essays on the Mahabharata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1991), 12.
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the three upper classes — imaginative interpretation was not an option. The Vedas do not
tell a person in a changing world how life is to be lived, they provide no practical ethical
compass.

While the Vedas were not public, other genres existing side by side with them
were. In later Vedic texts there are references to itihdsa puriapam, "ancient tales,"
categorized as the fifth erudition.!2 We can only guess from later examples what were
the contents of this ancient literature, but certainly they contained mythological lore,
ballads, and stories of heroic achievements, the stuff out of which the Ma#habharata
weaves its net.!> Where sruts discourages imagination, stihdsa requires it. Where the
Vedas are unalterable, stihdsa is mutable. Where the length of a Vedic text is fixed down
to the last syllable, an jtih7sa is elastic. The Mahibhiratds genre invites imagination,
delights in accretion, renders meaning through a grand malleability. A number of
perplexing aspects of the Mahabharata may be accounted for in terms of the very nature
of stihdsa. Nineteenth century European scholars, trained in the Greek and Latin classics,
classified the Mahabhirata as an "epic." The word necessarily carried with it certain

expectations that encourage a perception that many mythic digressions and didactic

1t See, for instance, 1. 1. 25, and 1.1.53. (All references are to the Critical Edition.)

12 See, for instance, Chandogya Upanisad1.1.2: "The Rgveda is name, and so are
the Yajurveda, the Samaveda, and Atharvana as the fourth, [and] the corpus of hisiories
and ancient tales [/tihdsapurana]) as the fifth Veda among the Vedas...." Patrick Olivelle,
ed. and trans., Upanisads (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 157.

13 Consult Edward C. Dimock, et. al., The Literatures of Asia (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1974), 48.
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portions of the extant Mahibharata were accretions covering an original epic core. This
dissertation will favor "/ghdss” over "epic” to designate the Mahabharats's genre.

Still, we have not answered the question: What do we mean by "the”
Mahibharata? The ethnographer William Sax, whe studies folk versions of the
Mah3bharats in performance, insists on dropping the "the" and speaking only of
"Mahabhirata” What "Mahabhiarata" is, says Sax, is an indeterminate number of
historical, cultural, and nsychological factors. The assumption that it is a "text” is proof
of cur "bibliocentric academic culture."!4 Nevertheless, most scholars must rely upon a
textual recension of the Mahabhirats. This dissertation will argue, moreover, that in the
centuries before the Common Era, the Mahibhirata was committed to writing.

The first complete edition of "the" Mahshharate was edited by pandits attached to
the Education Committee in Calcutta and published between 1834 and 1839. The
Bombay Edition, or Vulgate, published in 1862 and 1863 along with the eighteenth-
century commentary by Nilakantha, followed this. The large Kumbakonam Edition, or
Southern Recension, was published between 1906 and 1910. Professor P.P.S. Sastri,
editor of the Southern Recension, surely expressed the sentiments of the editors of the
other regional recensions when he confidently claimed: "It will be clear that the main

text-tradition of the Makhabharata is one that has been preserved with remarkable

14 William S. Sax, "Who's Who in the Pandav Lila?" in The Gods at Play, ed.
William Sax (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 132-33.
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accuracy and that the whole work as we have it now in 18 Parvans is the work of a single
author, Vyasa."!s

Western scholars, however, did not accept the single-author claim and considered
all three recensions unreliable and inflated. As far back as 1897, Moriz Wintemitz had
called for a critical edition of the AMahabharata that would serve as "the only sound basis
for all Mahabharata studies, nay, for all studies connected with the epic literature of
India."!¢ In 1919, Sir Ramakrishna Gopal Bhandarkar, head of the Oriental Research
Institute (B.O.R.L) that still bears his name, and a student of Winternitz, inaugurated the
colossal work, to be carried out in Pune by a group of Indian Sanskritists trained in
European universities. V. S. Sukthankar, the first editor of the Critical Edition, described

the task:

In the Mahsbharata we have a text with about a dozen, more or less
independent, versions, whose extreme types differ in extent, by about ...
26,000 lines; a work which, for centuries, must have been growing not
only upwards and downwards, but also laterally, like the Nyagrodha tree,
growing on all sides; a codex which has been written in nearly a dozen
different scripts assiduously but negligently copied, chiefly as a source of
religious merit, through long vistas of centuries...; a traditional book of
inspiration, which in various shapes and sizes, has been the cherished
heritage of one people continuously for some millennia.!?

The editors of the Critical Edition spent almost fifty years searching for

manuscripts of the Mahidbharats. They claim to have examined 1,259 manuscripts, out of

15 Cited in Dunham, "Manuscripts," 12.

16 Vishnu S. Sukthankar, "Prolegomena,” in 7he Adjparvan: Being the First Book
of the Mahabharata, ed. V. S. Sukthankar (Poopa: Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute, 1933), 1.
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which they used 734.1% The aim was to reconstruct the oldest possible form of the text.
The method of its editors was to leave out regional variants and to include as far as
possible only the common denominators (which are not necessarily all of the oldest
common denominators) of all versions. Thus the text of the Mahibharata as it appears in
- the Critical Edition cannot be regarded as a version known anywhere in India at any time
in the past. For this reason it has been and continues to be the subject of much debate and
criticism.

J.A.B. van Buitenen from the University of Chicago, translator of the
Mahiabharatd's first five parvans, praises the Critical Edition for taking us back to a text
from about the sixth century, "the earliest one recoverable [and] an invaluable source of
information."'* Madeleine Biardeau disagrees: "There is no reason to hold that one
version is more authentic than the other because its manuscript is shorter and earlier."2°
And indeed, there is a danger that in dismissing variations of one or another tradition as

being "later" we will dismiss material central to the Mahabharatds meaning. Even ifa

17 Sukthankar, "Prolegomena,” Ixxvii.

18 Dunham, "Manuscripts,” 11.

19 J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., 7he Mahabharata, Vol. 3: The Book of
Virata; The Book of the Effort (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 152-53.

20 Madeleine Biardeau, "Some Remarks on the Links Between the Epics, the
Puranas and Their Vedic Sources," in Studies in Hinduism., ed. Gerhard Oberhammer
(Wein: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1997), 87. Biardeau accuses the
editors of the Critical Edition of having employed a westem scientific method "not meant
for that kind of literature,” and having introduced an historical dimension into the realm
of myth where it cannot exist. "The approach of historical philology will never be
suitable for an oral tradition, which has no essential reference to its historical origin," she
says. Madeleine Biardeau, "Some More Consideratious About Textual Criticism,” Purana
X, no. 2 (July 1968): 122-23.
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convincing case cannot be made for accepting certain features as being part of the earliest
phases of the Jtihdsd's development, we should bear in mind that they may be part of a
pattern peculiar to that branch, yet of ancient origin.2! J.C. Jhala, who wrote the preface
to On the meaning of the Mahabharata, a collection of lectures given by V.S. Sukthankar,
relates a telling anecdote. When Sukthankar delivered those lectures he used for his
references and quotations the Calcutta edition, aot the Critical Edition he had edited!
Jhala gives evidence to support this observation, and notes with not a little astonishment
that "a scholar of Dr. Sukthankar's eminence, who spent a life-time in practicing the
Analytical approach to the study of the AMah3bharata, appears to end up with what is
tantamount to its negation!"22 |

What cannot be denied is that the Critical Edition offers a common starting point
for Mahabharata scholarship, and provides a map and coordinates for navigating through
the vast amount of text. Van Buitenen's useful translations are based on the Critical
Edition, as is the /thasd's &sily searchable electronic text, now in Devanagari as well as
Roman script.22 A CD ROM of the Critical Edition is currenily being marketed by an
Indian company in collaboration with B.O.R.1.2¢ The editors of the Critical Edition must

be credited for their careful work of including many of the variants in copious footnotes,

2! Dunham, "Manuscripts,” 18. John Dunham has made a very useful study of the
manuscripts used in the Critical Edition.

2 G. C. Jhala, "Introductory Note," in On the Meaning of the Mahabharata
(Bombay: Asiatic Society of Bombay, 1957), ix.

3 See http://bombay.oriental.cam.ac.uk/john/mahabharata/statement.html

2 The CD ROM is available through Spectrum Business Support Ltd., 309 Shah
& Nahar Ext., off Dr. E. Moses Road, Worli, Mumbai - 400 018, India.
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appendices, and appendices to appendices. Furthermore, as Biardeau has pointed out, if
we go from one version to another "we are struck much more by the identity of the
narrative than by its variant readings."> In dealing with the character of Karna, for
instance, there are but a few significant variants in his story from edition to edition. This
dissertation will adopt the approach taken by most contemporary scholars: to begin with
the Critical Edition but to consider relevant variants; to, as Wendy Doniger advises,

always "look below the line" where the Critical Edition prints the variants.26

Mahabharata Scholarship

In the last decades of the twenticth century, three names have dominated
Mahabharata scholarship, two French, one American: Georges Dumézil, Madeleine
Biardeau, and Alf Hiltebeitel. Each has approached the Mahabharata as myth. Each has
argued that its meaning is concealed behind some sort of symbolic code. All three treat
the jtihdsa implicitly as a unified whole, although in each case the focus has been the
code.

Dumézil's work is the earlie#t, anci it would be difficult to overstate the influence it

has had on the study of myth and epic.?’ It claims to be corroborated by the discovery of

25 Biardeau, "Some Remarks," 87. Most of the material that has "inflated" the
Southern Recension, for instance, is didactic, and has little bearing upon the present
mvestigation.

26 Remarks made at the November 1999 Conference of the American Academy of
Religion in Boston. .

27 Dumézil's publications on the Mahdbharata were preceded by a short study of
Sug Wikander, who claimed that there was a inythic structure to the Mahabharata, and
put forth the theory of the "three functions" that Dumézil would develop extensively.
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a fourteenth-century BCE manuscript in which the king of Mitani, a kingdom near the
Euphrates, swears his adhesion to a treaty on the names of gods whose names are
strikingly Vedic: Mitra-Varuna, Indra, and the twin Asvins. This Treaty of Mitani would
be used as persuasive confirmation of Dumézil's theory of the "three functions” of society
found throughout Indo-European mythology, from the Indus River to Greece and Ireland:
the sacerdotal-legisiative, the martial, and the populist-fertile. Dumézil draws on the
Mahabharata as the great mother lode of evidence for the theory, claiming that it is, pour
l'essentie, a transposition of a vast system of mythic representations onto the world of
humans.2® Yudhisthira (Mitra-Varuna) represents the first function, Bhima (Vayu) and
Arjuna (Indra) the second, Nakula and Sahadeva (the Asvins) the third.

* There are a number of problems with Dumézil's theory. It is difficult to justify that
so vast a narrative is essentially an extended allegory, the transposition of an Indo-
European myth of universal destruction and renewal, a schema into which any number of
other works of literature could be made to fit.Z? Moreover, Dumézil fails to explain what
might have motivated the transposition of foui /'ensemble of traditional mythology onto
the Mahabharata, he concludes, incredibly, that an entire school of savants was all but

compelled to carry it out, "sans y choisir™® Dumézil's theories are intriguing.

Dumézil translated Wikander’s article in: Georges Dumézil, Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus IV:
Explication de Textes Indiennes (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1948), 37-53.
2 Georges Dumézil, Mythe et Epopée (Paris: Gallimard, 1968).
2 Brockington, 7h= Sanskrit Epics, 69. .
30 Dumézil, L 'idéologie Des Trois Fonctions dans les Epopées Des Peuples Indo-
Européens, 239. Dumézil's theories have spawned a virtual cottage industry devoted to
- identifying the "transpositions” of Vedic gods onto Mahabharata characters. Bruce
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Nonetheless, van Buitenen was right to caution that when attempting to understand any
particular element of the Mahabharata, we should exhaust all other possibilities before
resorting to Dumézil.31

Madeleine Biardeau, stimulated by Dumeézil while departing from him
significantly, also sees the Mahabharata as a great eschatological myth. Her focus is not
backward in time towards Vedic and pre-Vedic mythology but forward towards the
Purdnas and a Hinduism defined by bhakti. Biardeau identifies herself with the
structuralist school of Claude Levi-Strauss and her approach is essentially a-historical. In
her view, history is an inadequate guide for understanding Hinduism; Indian culture
expresses itself in myth and it is by studying myths that we penetrate to the heart of the
Hindu religion.32 Biardeau is particularly interested in the coming of the avatira and
bhakti. She attempts to transpose onto the events of the Mahabharata a Puranic
cosmology concerned with pralaya, the cosmic destruction that occurs at the end of a

kalpa, a vast cycle of ages. The problem here is that Biardeau insists on an a-historical

Sullivan, for instance, recently devoted a book to identifying Bhisma with Brahma. Bruce
M. Sullivan, Seer of the Fifth Veda: Krsna Dvaipayana Vyasa in the Mahabharata (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1999). Hiltebeitel, Puhvel, and others, following Dumézil, have
drawn extensive parallels between the Sanskrit /f7h3sas and the epics of the Norse and
Irish. See Alf Hiltebeitel, The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahabharata (Ithaca:
Cormnell University Press, 1976); Jaan Puhvel, Comparative Mythology (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1987).

31 van Buitenen, Vol 3, 163.

32 Madeleine Biardeau, Etudes de Mythologie Hindoue: Tome I: Cosmogonies

Purapiques (Paris: Ecole Frangaise dExtréme-Orient, 1981), 6. For a thorough analysis of
Biardeau's methodology, see; Julian F. Woods, "Hinduism and the Structural Approach
of Madeleine Biardeau," in Hermeneutical Paths to the Sacred Worlds of India, ed.
Katherine K. Young (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 160-85.
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approach only to construct a sweeping "history” of Hinduism. By reducing the vast
narrative to eschatological allegory -- thereby neglecting entire huge portions of the
narrative — Biardeau weakens her argument that the Mahabhirata is a unified whole.

In recent decades Alf Hiltebeitel has set about the task of bridging Dumézil and
Biardeau, arguing that both the Indo-European perspective of the former and the Puranic
perspective of the latter are, in the main, "right,” and can be reconciled.3> Building upon
their work, he analyzes structural parallels between Hindu and Indo-European myth and
the Mahabharata, attempting to resolve the inherent problem in Dumézil's and Biardeau's
reductions of the Afzhabharata to myth, and to something less than what it is.34
Hiltebeitel proposes that the Hindu goddess, figured in the character of Draupadi,
illustrates how Dumézil's Vedic and pre-Vedic view and Biardeau's Puranic view can be
bridged. In Dumézilian terms, Draupadi is the Vedic goddess Sri, symbol of royal
prosperity, and thus intimately associated with the first and second "functions”; but she
also anticipates Puranic Durga, Kali, and all of the Hindu Goddess's subsequent

manifestations.3> In his latest book Hiltebeitel announces a "turn” in his thinking, leading

33 Hiltebeitel, Ritual of Battle, 15.

34 For a cogent analysis of Hiltebeitel's work in relation to the work of Dumézil
and Biardeau, sce Brockington, 7he Sansknit Epics, 71-75.

35 In The Ritual of Battle: Krspa in the Mahabharata (1976), Hiltebeitel explores
mainly the world of Indo-European mythology in relation to the Mahabharata. In his
later work, Hiltebeitel turns his sights to South India and to the traditions of the goddess
as Draupadi. Hiltebeitel's working hypothesis is that the Draupadi cult was consolidated
in the fourteenth century, in the Gingee area of Tamil Nadu by a process, "worked out in
narrative, dramatic, and ritual modes, whereby the Mahabkarata is transposed into local,
and for the most part village, South Indian traditions." His task is to explore this
“transposed” Mahabharata, the Mahabharata of the Draupadi cult. (Alf Hiltebeitel, 7he
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him to consider the Mahaibharata above all a work of literature composed as a written
text.3¢ Mahabharata scholarship will be greatly enriched when Hiltebeitel develops that
hypothesis.

Dumézil and Biardeau meet their severest critic in another figure of the last half of
the twentieth century who also looms large in the world of Mahabhdrata scholarship:
J.A_B. van Buitenen. Before his untimely death, van Buitenen had transiated the first five
parvans as part of the University of Chicago's grand project to translate the AMahabharatd's
entire Critical Edition.3” Van Buitenen rejects a methodology that treats the Mahabharata
as a unity, and argues forcefully for an analytical and historical approach. He criticizes
Dumézil for mining the Mahibharata "for a treasure of reminiscences” of a pre-Vedic,
Indo-European inheritance, while Biardeau "takes the Mah3bharata to be part and parcel

of a Hinduism stretching indefinitely futureward.” Neither, he says, "shows great respect

Cult of Draupadi, Vol. 1: Mythologies: From Gingee to Kuruksetra (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1988), 131.) The result is a massive, two-volume work, including the
analysis and comparison of a huge number of collected myths, textual study, history, and
minutely detailed ethnography. In his latest book, originally conceived as a third volume
of The Cult of Draupadi, Hiltebeitel sets out to "understand how the Draupadi cult
Mahabharats and regional martial oral epics rethink India's classical epics.” (Alf
Hiltebeitel, Rethinking India’s Oral and Classical Epics: Draupadi Among Rajputs,
Muslims, and Dalits (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 2.) It is, in large part,
a study of Rajput and Rajput-Muslim cultures, and sheds light not so much upon the
Sanskrit Mahabhirata as upon what regional oral traditions make of it.

36 Hiltebeitel, Rethinking India’s Oral and Classical Epics. 7.

37 The project stopped with van Buitenen's death. At the 1999 meeting of the
American Academy of Religion in Boston, a group of scholars, including Alf Hiltebeitel,
James Fitzgerald, David Gitomer, John Smith, and Wendy Doniger, announced a
resumption of that much-anticipated work. No timetable was given.



39

for, or even much interest in, the possible integrity of the Mahabharala as a unique
product in the growth of Indian civilization...."38

Van Buitenen divides the AMahabharata into three "perimeters,"” three distinct
historical layers. The first perimeter represents the central "epic” story; with the second
perimeter (the layer where Dumézil and Biardeau work), divine and demonic identities were
attributed to the central characters through what van Buitenen deems a lot of "inept"
mythification; with the third, most recent, perimeter, he maintains that the text was
brahminized by the addition of huge amounts of didactic and philosophical material.3?
Van Buitenen is interested primarily in the first perimeter and all but ignores his
perimeters two and three. In fact, van Buitenen has been influenced powerfully by the
analytical approach to the Ma/abharata developed by European scholars of the nineteenth
century.

The Mahabharata was "discovered” by the West in the late eighteenth century,*

and with one or two notable exceptions*! was assumed to reflect an ancient epic tale that

38 van Buitenen, Vol 3, 163.

39 J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., The Mahabharata, Vol. 1: The Book of
Beginnings (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), xiii-xxiii.

40 The first scholarly translation of part of the Mahabhirata — and of any Sanskrit
text —- was the translation of the Bhagavadgita by Charles Wilkins in 1785. The
Bhagavat-Geeta, or Dialogues of Kreeshna and Arjoon, transiated by Charles Wilkins
(London: C. Nourse, 1785).

41 The Jesuit Joseph Dahlmann (1861-1930) found a "unitary diaskensy” in the
Mahabharata, and spoke of it as the work of a single poetically active power. (Joseph
Dahlmann, Die Genesis Des Mahabharata (Berlin: Dames, 1899).)

Dahlmann's "synthetic" theory caused a great stir in Indological circles and the
author was pilloried. He was dismissed as being at the level of "orthodox Hindus,"
naively believing that the Mahabharata was the work of a single author who was at one



had been inflated mechanically by "manifold modifications, expansions and
mutilations"42 into a "huge and motley pile"# consisting of
colorful descriptions of bloody battle-scenes, pious priestly poetry with
frequent interesting discussions on philosophy, religion and law and gentle
ascetic poetry full of serene wisdom and overflowing love towards man

and beast, all these by the side of one another and intermixed with one
another to a confusing degree.*

Early efforts to extract the "epic core” from its mountains of accretions proved

unsatisfactory 45 E. Washburn Hopkins, in his 7he Great Epic of India: Its Character and

and the same time "a great sage and an idiot, a talented artist and a ridiculous pedant.”
(Moriz Wintemnitz, A History of Indian Literature, translated by S. Katkar (1881. Reprint.
New Delhi: Qriental Books, 1972), 442)

Van Buitenen opines that Dahlmann's position "is bit like arguing that The Iliad,
the Gospels, and the Church fathers form one contemporaneous text.” (van Buitenen
1973: xxxii)

However, V.S. Sukthankar, first editor of the Critical Edition, held that Dahimann
“of all foreign critics of the Mzah3bhirata may be said to approach nearest to any true
understanding of the Great Epic of India.” (Vishnu S. Sukthankar, On the Meaning of the
Mahabharata (Bombay: Asiatic Society of Bombay, 1957), 19.)

For recent evaluations of Dahimann's contribution, see J. W. de Jong, "The Study
of the Mahabharata: A Brief Survey, Part 1" Hokke Bunka Kenkyu 10 (1984): 1-19;
James L. Fitzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda: The Mahibhirata's Presentation of Itself,” in
Essays on the Mahibharata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 150-70.

42 These are the words of Adolf Holtzmann Sr. (18180-18970) cited in:
Winternitz, A History of Indian Literature, 306. ‘

43 Hopkins, The Great Epic of India, 58.

4“4 Wintemitz, A History of Indian Litcrature, 300.

45 Soren Sorensen (1848-1902), for instance, eliminated what he considered
“recent” additions, arriving at about 27,000 verses from 100,000. From these he
eliminated a further 20,000 based on names he belicved were not present in the oniginal,
among them Krsna and Vyasa. Soren Sdrensen, Om Mahibhairata'a Stlling i Den Indiske
Literature, I. Forsog Pa at Udskille de Aeldste Bestanddele (Copenhagen: Rudolf Klein,
1883). : .

Sérensen did make a lasting contribution to scholarship with his Index fo the
Names in the Mahatharata, which remains an indispensable guide through the massive
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Onigin, which marked the culmination of nineteenth century scholarship, broadly divided
the Mahibharata into epic and later didactic elements. Hopkins' analysis, supported by
his impressive erudition, received wide acceptance. Three quarters of a century later, van
Buitenen would adopt the premise that there was once a true epic around which a pseudo-
epic gradually agglutinated. Van Buitenen claims that Hopkins' views "have since

been largely, if tacitly, accepted by scholarship,"# and his own "perimeters”
illustrate vividly how thoroughly van Buitenen himself accepted them.

The problem with the analytic theory is not its basic premise that an analysis of
language indicates that different portions of the Adahabhirata were composed in a wide
range of styles from widely separated eras. Problems arise when the dating and
delimiting of sections or "perimeters” becomes the central focus, ieading to an
assumption that centuries of all but unconscious accretions produced the various
recensions we have today. If this is true then the AMahabharata, while being an
unparalleled archaeological dig, cannot be treated as a unified narrative. This nineteenth-
century conviction has been difficult to disiodge. The great contribution of Dumézil,
Biardeau, and Hiltebeitel is to have challenged that conviction, if not directly then at least
tacitly. The weakness is that their arguments hinge upon understanding the Mahibhirata
as based upon some sort of symbolic code, one that only twentieth-century Westemn

scholarship has been able to uncover. Dumézil de-codes mythic transpositions. Biardeau

text. Soren Sérensen, An Index to the Names in the Mahabharata with Short Explanations
and a Cooncordance to the Bombay and Calcutta Editions and P. C. Roy's Translation
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1904 - 1925).
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deciphers a kind of mythic necessity (involving Time and the avatira) lying behind the
Mahabharatd's meaning. Hiltebeitel attempts to bridge the two by adding a third key: the
Goddess. One anticipates Hiltebeitel's announced move beyond the powerful influence
of his notable predecessors to an examination of the Mahabharata as literature. Recent
articles already reflect the "turn” in his thinking (see Chapter Two).

In recent years a few scholars have begun to focus on close readings of the extant
text of the Mahabhairata, respecting its literary unity. David Shulman defines his task as
not to "disembowel"” but to "listen to" the text.4” At its best, his "listening™ has produced
sensitive insights and enlighiening interpretations. Shulman attempts to articulate the
larger themes woven throughout the AMahabharata, themes like fate, time, and the
fragmented self 4¥ Yet because his studies, contained in articles and chapters of books,
focus on discrete segments of the stzhisa, Shulman fails to address the central question of
how that thematic wholeness is constructed overall. Moreover, his assumptions are at

times so psychological that we are left wondering if the messages he finds are primarily

46 van Buitenen, Vol. 7, xxxiii.

47 David Dean Shulman, "On Being Human in the Sanskrit Epic: The Riddle of
Nala," Journa! of Indian Philosophy 22 (March 1994): 6.

“? In separate articles, Shulman has deait specifically with themes of dasva (fate)
(David Dean Shulman, "Devana and Daiva," in Ritual, State and History in South Asia:
Essays in Honour of J. C. Heesterman, ed. D. H. A. Kolff A. W. van den Hoek, M.S. Oort
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 350-65.), time (David Dean Shulman, "Towards a Historical
Poetics of the Sanskrit Epics," Jaternational Folklore Review 8 (1991): 9-17.), and the
fragmented self ( Shulman, "On Being Human.").
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in the text or in Shulman.*® Nonetheless, his is some of the most eloquent and
provocative Mahabharata scholarship of the last two decades.

David Gitomer argues against an understanding of the MaAabharata as
"encyclopedic” and "historic" - a misunderstanding that has supported the excavation
and mining of the text. The role of a literary narrative is only incidentally historical, he
observes, insofar as it "constitutes the past unfolding of a public discourse, a discourse
that is formative of, as well as formed by, social behaviors and self understandings, that is
formative of, as well as formed by, textual tradition, and that is obstreperously
multivocal."

I believe that Hiltebeitel, as well as Shulman and Gitomer, are pointing
Mahabhsarata scholarship in the right direction. This dissertation will listen closely to the
narrative, to its themes and its multivocal discourse, and in so doing will attempt to
discover how the Mahabharatd's unity is constructed and how it wants to be received.
This necessarily will entail examining how the main narrative thread, as recounted
carlier, is reflected in and reflective of the material everywhere surrounding it, for the

itihasd's "discourse,” like the net of Indra, is non-linear and uncircumscribed.

49 Shulman's avowed assumption is that there is a permeable border between "out”
and "in," or, "in the more prosaic terms of our modern theories: we construct our reality
even as it constructs us.” David Dean Shulman, The King and the Clown in South Indian
Myth and Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 7.

A 50 David Gitomer, "Riksasa Bhima: Wolfbelly Among Ogres and Brahmans in
the Sanskrit Mahabhirata and the Venisambara," in Essays on the Mahabharata, ed.
Arvin Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 222-23.
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James Laine makes an eloquent case for a methodology that goes beyond both the
analytic and the synthetic. He faults the analysts for ignoring the Mahabharatd's narrative
unity; he faults Hiltebeitel, Biardeau, and Dumézil for treating it as myth rather than as
literature, and for emphasizing methodology over the text's actual content. Laine aims to
answer both literary and historical questions: What are the text's nature, form, and
structure? How did the text come to exist in that form? He does this through an
exploration of the narratives of theophany found throughout the Mahabharata. However,
Laine seems to feel that as an historian of religion he ought to approach those narmratives
chronologically, thereby inadvertently illustrating a problem he wants to avoid. By
treating literary parts of a literary whole as datable historical evidence, Laine overlooks
the possibility that they may be in deliberate, simultaneous discourse. In other words, he
misses the dynamics of the text's presents!

This dissertation will argue that because the Mahabhdrata is primarily a work of
literature, the best tools for understanding it are to be found in the methods of literary
criticism. Asking the right questions about the narrative's nature, form, and structure will
suggest answers as to wihy, perhaps Aow, it came to exist in that form. If a particular
passage, the popular story of Savitri for instance, is not simply a haphazardly inserted

myth, if, to the contrary, its position in Aranyakaparvan is significant and deliberate, then

51 Laine concludes that the Mahabharata is a repository of narratives that reveal
changing theological concerns over time, and indicate the "newly apologetic,
inclusivistic, and theologically universalistic" type of literate that characterizes post-
Asokan Hinduism. James W. Laine, Visions of God: Narratives of Theophany in the
Mahabharata (Vienna: Institute fiir Indologie der Universitat Wien, 1989), 273.
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reading it in context, as reflecting and reflective of what surrounds it, necessarily will
impact our interpretation of the tale. The same can be said of the Bhagavadgitz, the
Anugita, and of numerous other passages that, because they can stand alone, so often are
examined as discrete and independent. In other words, a literary approach to the
Mahiabharata will avoid the danger inherent in constructing a chronology of its parts —
the danger that we will fail to hear the stiAdsa’s multi-vocal discourse. Listening to the
Mahabhirata as a unified narrative will make a significant contribution to the history of
religion by clarifying that discourse, thereby revealing some of the intentions of its
narrator and its audience. Hemy James once remarked that the elements in Flaubert's
work were "always so related and associated, so properly a part of something else that is
in tum part of something other, part of a reference, a tone, a passage, or page, that the
simple may e;ijoy ft for the least bearing and the initiated for the greatest."S2 The same
w be said of the Mahsbharata.

Nonetheless, viewing the Mahabharata through the lens of contemporary literary
;heory might be faulted as anachronistic to the jt7hasa’s times and context. In the
following section I hope to show that such a methodology resonates with Indic
approaches to the Mahabhdrata, and to poetry and art in general, dating back many
centuries, and that it can provide those ancient theories with a vocabulary both

appropriate and acczssible.

52 Cited without reference in A. K. Ramanujan, "Repetition in the Mahabharata,"
in Essays on the Mahabhirata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 426:



Indic Approaches to the Mahabhirata

While western scholars have been busy for close to two centuries attempting to
interpret the "Great Epic,” the tradition that produced it unapologetically continues to
keep the Mahabharata alive and dynamic. The profusion of recensions that vex the
academic is vibrant testimony to the text's powerful vitality. V. S. Sukthankar had good
reason to ask,

Is it not passing strange that, notwithstanding the repeated and dogged

attempts of Western savants to demonstrate that our Mahabharata is but an

unintelligible conglomerate of disjointed pieces, without any meaning as a

whole, the epic should always have occupied in Indian antiquity an

eminent position and uniformly enjoyed the highest reputation?53
As A K. Ramanujan rcmatks, there always has been a certain "native intuition” that
there is an "intricete sense of structure and unity in this terrible monster of a work."34
Although much has been lost irretrievably, a long tradition of Indian poetics attests to an
ancient and abiding concern with the forms and purposes of literature. The theories
articulatediwythatuadition have been applied to the Mahabharata in such a way as to
mount an impressive foundation for a serious claim tt;at the seemingly disparate elements

of the Mahabharata actually work together towards a single goal.’> Moreover, those

theories, as I hope to show, are not unlike the theories of recent reader-response criticism.

53 Sukthankar, On the Mcaning of the Mahabharata, 29.

¢ Ramanujan, "Repetition in the Mahabharata,” 421.

35 Gary A. Tubb, "Santarasain the Mahabharata," in Essays on the Mahabharata,
ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 201.
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There are signs of an Indian poetics in Yaska's Nirukta (6™ century BCE?), an
etymology of Vedic words, and in Panini's Astadhydyi (2* century BCE). However, we
first observe a fully developed esthetics with Bharata's Natyasastra, "Treatise on the
Dramatic Arts,” and its theory of eight rasas, "flavors." The Naityasistrais dated no later
than the 6" century CE, with parts going back as early as the 2* century BCE. References
to rasain earlier literature make it very unlikely that poetics emerged full-blown with
Bharata, but the Natyasistra is the earliest extant text to put forth the theory in detail.>¢

How, asks Bharata, does a work of art (in this case natya, drama) create a unified
effect? It does so, he contends, through producing in the audience one of the eight rasas:
srzrigara, the amorous flavor; Aasya, the comic flavor; karuna, the compassionate flavor;
raudra, the violent flavor; vira, the heroic flavor; bhayanaka, the terrifying flavor;
bibhatsa, the disgusting flavor; adbhuta, the wondrous flavor. A rasais a mood, an
emotional consciousness, very different from ordinary emotions. Each rasais based on
one of the eight "stable emotions," sthiyrbhava, of everyday life -- "stable" because when
experienced a person loses awareness of everything else. Successful actors depict one of
those stable emotions on stage, provoking in the audience the corresponding rasa. A rasa
is, so to say, something grasped by the refined mind as a result of the drama, "a medium

of experience, emotional awareness, 'taste' that is first and foremost in or of the

56 The word rasa goes back to the Rgveda where it often designates the power of
the magically intoxicating, sacrificial drink, the soma. The Buddhist Asvaghosa (1™ or
2™ century CE) mentions rasa, in the compound rasdntaram (Buddhacarita3,51). See
Edwin Gerow, /ndian Poetics (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1977), 222, note 21.
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audience.™? The "in or of the audience” is what interests us here. Bharata's rasa theory
is concerned with audience-response.®8

The Natyasastra, which is roughly contemporaneous with the great flowering of
the arts under the Gupta kings, from the fourth through the sixth century, did not seek to
propt;lmd a universal theory of art. Following Bharata, a series of theorists (much of
whose work survives only in later accounts) demonstrated a change of emphasis and a
progression of concern towards a single theory of expression.5® Rasa theory came to be
applied to poetry and eventually to art in general. The first extant attempt to apply rasa
theory to poetry is the ninth-century Dhvanyiloka, in which Anandavardhana reevaluates
poetics and redefines its subject matter. Bharata had left the connection between the
stable emotions and rasa rather mysterious. Anandavardhana answers the problem of
how the experience of savoring a rasa differs from the emotions of everyday life with his
theory of dhvani, suggestion. The most characteristic function of language, says
Anandavardhanz, is divani, and the subject matter which dAvanr is most suited to express
18 rasa. He adds a ninth rass to Bharata's list of cight: sdntarasa, the peaceful flavor,
which, he claims, is the dominant rasa of the Mahabharata. Furthermore,

Anandavardhana holds up the Makibhirata as a prime example of poetic unity. Despite

57 Gerow, Indian Poetics, 247.

¢ Bharata says that the success of a drama is of two kinds: divine (dasviki) and
human (manisi) (XXVIL.2). The former is related to the deeper aspects of the drama, and
is appreciated only by the "superior” members of the audience. Bharata, 7he Nifyasastra,
Ascribed to Bharata-Muni, Vols. 1£& 2, translated by Manmohan Ghosh (Calcutta:
Granthalaya Private Limited, 1967), 515 and 111.

% Gerow, Indian Poetics, 251.
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its huge size, the Mahabhirata exhibits the "secret of all good poets’ poetry,"®
Anandavardhana says, and he accepts the /tihdsd’s claim to have a single author with a
clear artistic intention.

The great sage who was its author, by his furnishing a conclusion that

dismays our hearts by the miserable end of the Vrsnis and Pandavas,

shows that the primary aim of his work has been to produce a

disenchantment with the world and that he has intended his primary

subject to be liberation (moksa) from worldly life and the rasa of peace.®!

The great Kashmiri Saivite and theologian Abhinavagupta agreed with
Anandavardhana. Abhinavagupta wrote a commentary, Jocana, on the Dhvanydloka in
which he investigated the relation between concrete structure and rasa awareness. His
perceptions had the effect of bringing all art forms, not only drama and poetry, under a
universal principle. Abhinavagupta saw rasa as a "non-denotative state of awareness,"62 a
form of general emotional consciousness that, not unlike the dFanan itself, is rarely
experienced in its pure state. The work of art does not cause the rasa, rather, it permits
the individual to clarify his implicit emotional propensities, propensities that the person
brought to the work and will take away again. Because Abhinavagupta brings all art

forms under the notion of rasa, differences between one form and another are not

% Dhvanyiloka 1.1e, in: Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, The Dhvany3loka
of Anandavardhana, with the Locana of Abhinavagupta. Edited with an Introduction by
Daniel H. H. Ingalls, translated by Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson Daniel H. H. Ingalls, and
M.V. Patwardhan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 68.

6! Dhvanyiloka 4.5, in: Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, Dhvanyiloks, 690-
91. -
62 Gerow, Indran Poetics, 267. 1 base this brief analysis of Abhinavagupta on
Gerow's exposition.
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particularly important. Art is no more than an "excitant” - rasa “"awaits" the work of art,
as it were.52 We have here a theory far removed from Aristotle's concept of mimesis in
which an audience observes an actor "imitating” an action. For Abhinavagupta, the
audience of a successful work of art is absorbed so thoroughly in a rasa as to lose all
awareness of a separate psychological identity; the rasa is not understood as being "out
there,” but rather recognized as something within oneself, in the duman, where it truly
i5.64

I will argue that these theological concepts of the aesthetic can be articulated
without resorting to some eternal "non-denotative state of awareness” by employing the
vocabulary of reader-response criticism. This method, I contend, is in harmony with
Indian poetics and imminently appropriate for an exploration of the AMahabharata.
However, as will be taken up again in Chapter Six, I submit that the search for a
dominant zasg in the Mahabhdrata is problematized by the fact that the universe of the
Mahaibharata is ultimately conceived of as the very body of god, of Visnu/Krsna, in

whom all the rasas are subsumed.

Reader-Response Criticism and the Mahabharata
In the discussion that follows I will understand "reader” in the sense of
"audience," those who recerve the AMahabhairata, whether in oral or written form.

However, this dissertation will not deal with the myriad dramatic and ritual forms the

63 Gerow, Indian Poetics, 268.
6 Gerow, Indian Poetics, 267.
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rtihdsa has taken over the centuries, but with the Mahabharata as it has been handed down
in textual recensions. As noted above, the stihasa may well have been committed to
writing in the centuries before the Common Era.

"The illusion is endlessly rebomn,” observes Paul Ricoeur, "that the text is a
structure in itself and for itself and that reading happens to the text as some extrinsic and
contingent event."s> For instance, according to Aristotle, katharsis is produced by the
drama; the drama is the efficient cause of the katharsis experienced by the audience. As
we saw above, rasa theory as articulated by Abhinavagupta denies that relationship. For
him, the work of art is no more than a material cause; the rasa is more real than the art
that causes it.% Reader-response theory would say that meaning is an "event,” something
that happens, not on the page or stage, but "in the interaction between the flow of print
(or sound) and the actively mediating consciousness of a reader-hearer."é’ The method's
concerm is not genetic; it does not ask how a text came about. Rather, it takes as its point
of departure the narrative as it has come down to us.

Much of the work of reader-response criticism of the last three decades has been
to examine closely Ricoeur’s "endless illusion” by posing the double question, "who
reads?" and "what is reading?"%® Reader-response theory is interested not so much in the

empirical author/narrator as in the "implied” or "model" author, not so much in the

65 Paul Ricoeur, 7ime and Narrative, Vol. 3, translated by Kathleen Blamey and
Devid Pellauer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 164.

66 Gerow, Indian Poctics, 267.

€7 Vincent B. Leitch, "Reader-Response Criticism,” in Readers and Reading, ed.
Andrew Bennett (New York: Longman, 1995), 36.
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cmpirical reader/audience so much as in the "implied” or "model” reader. Umberto Eco
describes the model author as a "narrative strategy, ...a set of instructions which is given
to us step by step and which we have to follow when we decide to act as the model
reader."®® The "model" or "implied” reader or audience is "a sort of ideal type whom the
text not only foresees as a collaborator but also tries to create."”™ The role of the reader is
embedded in a text; questions as to what a work means cannot be separated from
questions as to what it does and howit does it. ' Bharata, Anandavardhana, and
Abhinavagupta share these concems.

Early reader-response theory was strongly phenomenological and psychological,
tending to ignore explicit questions concerning aesthetic values or the role of history.
That changed, however, as literary critics as well as scholars in other fields began to
recognize that the implied audience, or "interpretive community,” as it also was
described, necessarily has social and historical implications.” Readers, it was proposed,

have certain "horizons of expectations" within which they expect a text to function, and

%8 Andrew Bennett, ed., Readers and Reading (New York: Longman, 1995), 1.

6 Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1994), 15.

" Eco, Six Walks, 9.

71 In the terms of speech-act theory, in reading we must be aware of the
simultaneous working of Jocution, what is said, il/locution, what is meant, and
periocution, the effect of an utterance on its audience. Michael Kearns, Rhetorical
Narratology (Lincoln: Utiiversity of Nebraska Press, 1999), 12.

72 Edward Said first challenged Staniey Fish, one of the earliest exponents of
reader-response theory, to expand Fish's concept of "interpretive communities” in order
to show "what situation, what historical and social configurations, what political interests
are concretely entailed by the existence of interpretive communities.” Edward Said, 7he

World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983), 26.
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criticism needs to be sensitive to establishing the historically specific horizons of the
audience's expectations, knowledge, and presuppositions.” Umberto Eco would explore
the "common woods" through which readers travel. The world of a narrative, he says,
brackets the larger "real world.” In the narrative world, the "implied author” tells the
"model reader” what she needs to know to walk through that world. The model reader’s
profile is designed by and within the text.”? Therefore, observing what that reader is
expected to know, and what she is assumed not to know, can reveal a good deal about the
audience foreseen by the author and the "real world” their fictional woods brackets.

The interdisciplinary explorations stimulated by reader-response criticism describe an
arena in which Mahabhdrata criticism has much to leam. They point the way for that
criticism to make a contribution to the history of religion. A focus on the audience of a
narrative impacts on our understanding of history. In the Indian case, that audience is
accessible to us almost exclusively as an "implied” or "model” audience constructed by
the literary work.”> We are not the first to remark that the early history of India ssits

literary history.”6

73 The German Robert Jauss specifically developed these views. See Bennett,
Readers and Reading, 239.

74 Eco, Six Walks, 93.

75 Jacques Le Goff, a historian of medieval Europe, calls for a "history of the
imagination” that would eschew conventional methods of scouring literature for
information relevant to the subject matter of traditional history. We must, he says, take
into account "“the unique nature of works of the imagination, which were not produced to
serve as historical documents but are a historical reality unto themselves." Ideas of
beauty and aesthetic values are historical constructs, for "the imagination nourishes man
and causes him to act. Itis a collective, social, and historical phenomenon.” By looking
at the artistic legacy of a society, we learn about the profound mental images of its
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Eco describes how the model author within a text tries to create the model reader.
That "trying to create"” is the substance of a narrative's multivocal discourse because the
very structure of a narrative expresses certain preferences and priorities. My assumption
is that the so-called "huge and motley” form of the Mahabharata is the result of deliberate
choices on the part of its model author; it is a narrative strategy. As such, the /tihasa is
ripe ground for exploring the theories and interdisciplinary implications of reader-
response criticism. As discussed above, early Indian poetics, so acutely interested in
understanding how a unified work of art produces rasa in the audience, held up the
Mahabharata as a model of sublime poetic unity. This view has proved difficult for many
western critics to countenance. Aristotelian poetics, in which reception is subordinate to
composition, has dominated western literary criticism and powerfully influenced our
notions about what attributes characterize a unified literary work. Aristotle wrote that a
narrative should imitate a living organism in that "its parts ... should be so constructed
that the displacement or removal of any one of them will disturb and disjoint the work's
wholeness."” Based on Aristotle's definition, it is difficult to find unity in the jzhasa.
The Mahabharata, however, claims unity on another basis: it simply contains everything:

"Whatever is here may be found elsewhere, but what is not here does not exist

people. Jacques Le Goff, The Medieval Imagination, translated by Arthur Goldhammer
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 3-5.

76 Gerow, Indian Poetics. 217.

77 Poetics, Ch. 8, in Aristotle, The Poetics of Aristotle, translated by Stephen
Halliwell (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 40.
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anywhere,” declares the jtikdsa in both its first and final parvans.”™ This is a kind of unity
that subsumes and accounts for all variants.” Reader-response criticism provides us
with a vocabulary whereby we can express and better understand the theories of the
Indian aesthetic theoreticians, and explore how they may be applied to the AMahabharata.
In this way, we will both respect the tradition from which the Mahabharats has arisen,
while applying a methodology relevant to and in harmony with contemporary

scholarship.®0

8 yad ihasti tad anyatra yan nehasti na tat kva cit (1.56.33 and 18.5.38) Here and
in the first five books of the Mahabharata I have consuited van Buitenen for translations,
making changes where I felt precision warranted them. The Mahabharata is composed
primarily in s/oka meter, also known as anustubh, an unrhymed verse form in which each
two-line verse contains thirty-two syllables, sixteen syllables per line, each line further
divided into two padas, "feet,” of eight syllables. Like van Buitenen, I have chosen to
translate passages in prose form, since prose seems to best capture the natural flow of the
Sanskrit poetry. A two-line s/oka verse in most cases translates into one sentence, and |
have tried to respect that regularity in sentence length, as well as the regularity of certain
syntactical forms.

79 Says the Indian scholar A. K. Ramanujan: "Scholars have often discussed
Indian texts (like the Mahabharata) as if they were loose-leaf files, rag-bag
encyclopedias. Taking the Indian word for text, grantha (derived from the knot that holds
the palm-leaves together), literally, scholars often posit only an accidental and physical
unity. We need to attend to the context sensitive designs that embed a seeming variety of
models (tale, discourse, poem) and materials. The manner of constructing the text is in
consonance with other designs in the culture. Not unity (in the Aristotelian sense) but
coherence seems to be the end.” A. K. Ramanujan, "Is There an Indian Way of
Thinking?" in Collected Essays of A. K. Ramanujan, ed. Vinay Dharwadker (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 42. '

%0 Reader-response theory has had a profound impact on Homeric scholarship,
which shares with AMahabharata scholarship a long history of analytic methodology. In
1960 Albert B. Lord published his seminal The Singer of Tales, whose hypothesis of
orality was based on a massive collecting project he undertook with his teacher Milman
Parry among South Slavic gus/an, epic singers. Sece Albert Bates Lord, The Singer of
Tales (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960).
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Chapter Outline
- Chapter Two will focus on the shape of the Mahabharata, and on placing Kamma
within that shape. The character of Kama is threaded throughout the Mahibharats's
eighteen parvans. He is present even when absent. Karma more than any other reflects
and illuminates the narrative's other major characters, namely his five brothers, Draupadi,
and Krsna. Through him, the Mahabharatd's sophisticated literary techniques and

structural integrity are made clear, as well as the subtle manipulations of zasa. Chapter

Lord concluded that Homer was a poet who composed orally, under the pressure
of performance, for whom the ready-made idiom, the formula, was of the utmost
importance. Parry and Lord’s work led to a divide — texts versus oral works — and placed
almost exclusive emphasis on composition over reception. Their theories influenced
scholars of the Sanskrit jtihdsas, the Mahabharata and Ramayana, who used these insights
to facilitate their own attempts to account for repetition in the Mahibhiratds poetry, to
separate layers of accretions, or to uncover an orally composed "core” Mahiabharata. (See
for instance: Daniel H. H. Ingalls, and Daniel H. H. Ingalls, "The Mahabhirata: Stylistic
Study, Computer Analysis, and Concordance,"” in Essays on the Mahdbharata, ed. Arvind
Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 19-56.)

Mary Carroll Smith, acknowledging the influence of Parry and Lord, reduces the
Mahibhirata to 2000 verses in non-regular fristubh meter. This, she says, represents the
non-brahminical bardic core of the epic, which has close thematic ties to Homer and the
Beowulf singer. Mary Carroll Smith, The Warrior Code of India’s Sacred Song (New
York: Garland Publishing, 1992).

Recent Homeric scholarship, however, while acknowledging the immense
contribution of Milman Parry and Albert Lord, has moved on. Informed by reader-
response criticism and its offshoot of narratology, a number of Homerists are deliberately
ignoring the oral-formulaic background of the Greek epics and taking the finished text as
the point of departure. A more nuanced scholarship indicates that cultures are not simply
oral or literate; rather, they employ a spectrum of communicative strategies, some
associated with texts, some with voices, and some with both. See John Miles Foley,
"Introduction: What's in a Sign?" in Signs of Orality, ed. E. Anne Mackay (Leiden:
Brill, 1999), 1-27; John Miles Foley, Homer’s Traditional Art(University Park: Penn
State University Press, 1999). Indic scholarship may discover usefully borrowings in
contemporary Greek scholarship.
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Two will suggest a gencral method of approach to the Mahabharata that can be applied to
other characters and themes.

The remainder of the dissertation will have a thematic orientation, for Kama
embodies and defines the /tzhasd's main themes and concems. Chapter Three will take up
the central problems of dharma, kula, "lineage,” and varpa, "class." Dharma is a complex
concept that includes rules of traditional morality and class duty, as well as the laws that
uphold cosmological order. Karna's confused identity -- he grows up believing he is a
low-class sifta — makes the problem of identifying and following dharma particularly
acute for him. Chapter Three also will discuss how the AMah3bbarata draws upon older
Vedic material and assumes an audience competent to grasps the references. Through his
father, Suirya, Kama is part of a solar 4u/a with a rich mythology that resonates in his life
and in the lives of other characters. Kama's vexed relationship with Draupadi will be
examined in that context.

Chapter Four will focus upon Karmna and Arjuna, brothers with antithetical
destinies. They figure importantly in the /gAd#sa’s intense exploration of whether daiva,
literally "that which comes from the gods," or purusakara, "human initiative” is most
powerful in the world. Divine Krsna protects the Pandavas; Kama, ignorant of his
parentage, is solitary and self-reliant. Arjuna frequently is rewarded and praised for
actions that when performed by Karna are condemned and punished. The instinctive
enmity between the brothers is a narrative strategy through which the Mahabhirata

addresses profound cthical and philosophical problems.
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Chapter Five will focus upon Karmna and Krsna. The two have a particularly
complex relationship. Krsna in the Bhagavadgita identifies himself as Kala, meaning
both "Death" and "Time." In some sense, the entire Mahabharata is a discourse on the
terrors of kala. Krsna as Kiala is embodied Daiva, working inexorably to uphold an
ambiguous dharma that dictates victory for the Pandavas. The Kuruksetra battle
represents a cosmological crisis as the world passes into an age of darkness, the ka/r
Juga. The death of Kama, more than any other, is a pivotal event in the narrative -- as
anticipated, as carried out by Krsna and Arjuna, and as remembered. The chapter will

‘close with an examination of the uses of Time in the parvans following the Kuruksetra
battle.

Chapter Six will draw conclusions from the previous chapters, then explore the
question of whether Karna is a "tragic hero™ and whether the overall message of the
Mahabharata is "tragic." This will entail a reexamination of rasz in the jtihdsa. 1 will
argue that tragedy is impossible in terms of the universe of the Mahibhira:s. In the
rtihdsa, Kama stands for the human experience. As a solitary figure in a hostile universe,
confronted with tremendous ethical and emotional choices, he uniquely represents the
audience who receives the Mahabharata and is constructed by it. If this is so, then Kama
is, indeed, the Mahdbhiratd's pivotal character, its central "narrative strategy,” as it were.

He provides the most striking example of how the Makhibhirata constructs its "net.”
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Chapter Two

The Shape of the Mahabharata

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. In the first part, I will focus upon literary
qualities exhibited in the shape of the Mahabharata, to indicate how paying attention to
the way the text is constructed will lead to a greater understanding of the narrative as a
whole. Decades of text critical methodology (see Chapter One) have obscured the
literary nature of the stihasa. 1 will illustrate how the carly sections of Adiparvan are
constructed so as to prefigure the shape that the entire itzhasa will take. Part two will
illustrate that three rasas - vira, raudra, and karuna -- are particularly important in the
Mahabharata, working together in complex structural patterns large and small to produce
a unified aesthetic experience. In part three I will explore how the narrative strategies by
which Kama has been placed within the shape of the Mahabharata emphasize his
significance as a reference point for understanding the jt7hds4's major themes. The
remaining chapters of this dissertation will take up some of those themes as they are

reflected in the character of Karna.

The Shape of the Mahabharata
The philosopher and ethicist Martha Nussbaum, whose work is deeply informed
by reader-response theory, finds that there is an organic connection between a narrative's

form and its meaning.



The telling itself — the selection of genre, formal structures, sentences,

vocabulary, of the whole matter of addressing the reader’s sense of life —

all of this expresses a sense of life and of value, a sense of what matters

and what does not, of what learning and communicating are, of life's

relations and connections.?!

Because the author makes formal choices that express a view of what life is and
what has value, a carefully conceived and fully imagined narrative necessarily seeks to
transform its audience, and in that sense takes an ethical stance.®? Therefore, says
Nussbaum, we must be sensitive not only to the characters'’ feelings and imaginings, but
to the sorts of feelings and imaginings the very skape of the text calls into being, about
what sort of “readerly activity” is built into the narrative's form.8*> Nussbaum's work
suggests that a "history of the imagination” necessarily includes a "history of ethics."

"An ethical discourse addressed to the soul, " says Nussbaum, "expresses certain
ethical preferences and priorities in its very structure; it represents human life as being
this way or that; it shows, well done, the shape of a human soul."®* The Greek tragic
poets were aware that they were engaging in forms of communicative activity they called
psuchagogia, "leading of the soul,” in wt;ich methodological and formal choices were

extremely important for the eventual result.’s The same sort of awareness is everywhere

evident in the Mahabharaia. "That which concemns the soul is heard here," it says; "the

8! Martha C. Nussbaum, Love's Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 6.

82 Nussbaum, Love's Knowledge, 6.

#3 Martha C. Nussbaum, Poetic Justice: The Literary [magmatzon and Pubiic Life
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 4.

# Nussbaum, Love’s Know/edge, 17.

85 Nussbaum, Love'’s Knowledge, 17.
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unmanifest cause and its products are sung here, and that One who transcends it - that
which the greatest of mystics ... see abiding in their own souls, as an image in a mirror."86
That the jtihasa is a soul-shaping text is reflected in its prodigious shape and structure.

In his seminal work 7The Art of Biblical Narrative, Robert Alter demonstrates how
a literary reading of the Bible will lead to profound insights that conventional,
excavative, scholarskip has overlooked. He writes:

A coherent reading of any art work, whatever the medium, requires some

detailed awareness of the grid of conventions upon which. and against

which, the individual work operates. ... [A]n elaborate set of tacit

agreements between artist and audience about the ordering of the art work

is at all times the enabling context in which the complex communication

of art occurs.®?
AlIf Hiltebeitel pays tribute to Alter. While not all points between biblical and epic
analysis transfer, he says, Mahabharata scholars would do well to mark the important turn
in scholarship that Alter's work represents. "I believe that the largest inadequacy in
Mahabharata scholarship, including my own vp to 1991, is simply the failure to
appreciate the epic as a work of literature.” 88 How, then, we must ask, does

Mahabharata’s "grid of conventions” structure communication between model author and

8 adhyatmam sriiyate ... avyaktadi param yac ca sa eva parigiyate
yat tad yati vard ... pratibimbam ivadarie paSyanty atmany avasthitam
(1.1.196-97)
87 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, inc.,
1981), 47.
8 Alf Hiltebeitel, "Reconsidering Bhrguization,™ in: Composing a Tradition:
Concepts, Techniques and Relationships, ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner
(Zagreb: Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 1999), 156.



62

audience? What kind of "tacit agreement” do they share, and what does that agreement
reveal about audience and author?

Alter explains literary analysis as paying "minutely discriminating attention to the
artful use of language, to the shifting play of ideas, conventions, tone, sound, imagery,
syntax, narrative viewpoint, compositional units, and much else...."®® The Mahabharatd's
first book, Adiparvan, calls for that kind of disciplined attention, for its shape points to
the manner in which the narrative will construct its complex whole. After an invocation,

Adiparvanbegins:

The son of Lomm ng;aéravas, bard of ancient tales, came to thé
twelve-year ritual session of Saunaka, the family chieftain, in the Naimisa
forest....%0
Thus opens the /tzhdsa, in a dense forest. The forest, aranya, is the setting of a good deal
of the Mahabharata and a recurring image of the mysterious, unpredictable, and
dangerous, in contrast to the safe and predictabe, imagied by the town, grama.
" Naimisa,” from the verb mis, "to blink," &enotes momentariness or transience,
something that happens in the twinkling of an eye. Mjsa is "deceit” or "false
appearance.” Ugrasravas means "of dreadful renown," and his father's name,

Lomaharsana, means something like "the Horripilator,” he who makes one's hair stand on

end. These sitas, a class that includes both charioteers and bards (Kama will believe

8 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 12-13.

% Jomaharsanaputra ugrasraviah stitah pauraniko naimisaranye Saunakasya
kulapater dvadasavarsike satre (1.1.1) These opening lines are composed in prose, not
sloka meter.
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himself to be one of them), are hardly reassuring figures!’! Ugrasravas discloses that he
has recently come from a great sarpasattra, "snake sacrifice,” performed by King
Janamejaya, where he heard the sage Vaisampayana recount stories from Vyasa's
Mahibhirata®* When the forest hermits attendant at Saunaka's saftra — who clearly have
heard of Vyiisa and his Great Bhdrata — ask Ugrasravas to recount those tales, the sita
goes back to the very beginning of everything, to the primordial Egg, source of all beings.
From there he moves to the genealogy of the Sun, Vivasvat, progenitor of the ksatriya
dynasties that will figure in the Mahabharata, to a masterful, ominous summary of the
huge story to come (1(2)), and on to the strange tale of Pausya (1 (3)), which circuitously
leads to Janamejaya's decision to perform the Snake Sacrifice.

Then, at Adjparvan’s fourth adhydya, "chapter,” the Mahabhirata curiously seems

to begin all over again:

91 Manu (10.9) says that the misogynous son of a &satriya man and siZdra woman
is of the "dreadful," ugra, class. Sitas come from the union of a brahmin woman and
ksatriya man.

92 The violent snake sacrifice, sarpasattra, that frames the Mahdbharata has Vedic
precedents. There is a vast body of snake lore in Vedic literature, much of it intended for
the practical purpose of protecting from snakebite. The Atharva Veda contains many
charms against serpents and recognizes the creatures as gods. Ritual antecedents of
Janamejaya's sacrifice are found in the Brahmanas and the sryutasitras. Sattras were
great soma sacrifices that typically lasted more than twelve days, often sixty-one or one
hundred days, and sometimes, as in the case of the Mahabharatd's sacrifice, as long as
twelve years. Snakes were not thrown into the fire in the Vedic sattras, for their purpose
of the rituals was not to rid the world of snakes but rather to obtain blessings for those
who performed them. For more on this, consult C. Z. Minkowski, "Snakes, Sattras, and
the Mahabharata," in Essays on the Mahabharata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1991), 384-400; C. Z. Minkowski, "Janamejaya's Sattra and Ritual Structure,” Joumna/ of
the American Oriental Society 109, no. 3 (July - September 1989): 401 - 420.



The son of Lom S Ugrasravas, bard of ancient tales, came to the
twelve-year sacrifice of the family chiefiain, in the Naimisa
forest....??

When Ugrasravas asks the hermits what they would like him to recite, they, though eager
to hear the siita’s full repertoire, defer to Saunaka. Saunaka asks not for Vyasa's Bhdratz,
but for the descent of the Bhrgus, the illustrious family of brahmins of whom Saunaka
presently is chief. Ugrasravas obliges, and this thread, too, leads obliquely to the
sarpasattra, then spirals back in time to another creation tale, the Churning of the Ocean

- of Milk, and onwards again to Janamejaya's sacrifice of the snakes. After hearing all
that, Saunaka asks Ugrasravas to recite the Mahibharata of Vyasa. Only now in the sixth
adhyaya is heard the voice of Vaisampayana, student of Vyasa, who has been directed to
recite the itrhdsa as he heard it from its original composer. Henceforth Ugrasravas will
recite Vaisampayana's narration, a narration built of stories within stories upon stories,
shrinking and expanding, replicating and transmuting like some bewildering Mandelbrot
pattern in which we are never exactly sure where we are.

The Mahabharatd's double beginning has given rise to a good deal of speculation.
For V. S. Sukthankar it was "an old conflation of two different beginnings. They were
not harmonious in juxtaposition, but each was too good to lose in the opinion of the
ancient redactors. They therefore put both in, making but a poor compromise."%

Nonetheless, both beginnings are found in the oldest Mahabharata manuscripts,

93 Jomaharsana putra ugrasravah stitah pauriniko naimisaranye $aunakasya
kulapater dvadasavirsike satre.... (1.4.1)
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indicating their presence in the archetype from which those manuscripts derived. True to
the principles of textual criticism, Sukthankar admitted both "above the line" in the
Critical Edition. He then went on to formulate a general theory about the composition of
the Afahabharata based upon the double beginning, a theory that has received wide
scholarly acceptance. Sukthankar contends that the second "beginning,” in which
Saunaka asks for stories of the Bhrgus, alerts us to an "ulterior motive" behind the
"surreptitious addition" of a large number of Bhirgava legends in Adiparvan. The
Bhargavas are an ancient brahmin family or gotra descended from the rxi, “inspired poet
or sage,” Bhrgu. In the jthasa The Bhargavas stand particularly close to ksatriyas and
kings as specialists and consultants in occult practices and as teachers in the arts of war.
Sukthankar contends, erroreously I believe, that their legends, which appear throughout
almost all eighteen parvans, have "not even the remofest intrinsic connection with the
story of the epic."

There should be, therefore, in my opinion no hesitation in concluding that

in our version of the AMahabharata there is a conscious -- nay deliberate --

weaving together or rather stitching together of the Bharata legends with

the Bhiirgava stories.®
In other words, in Sukthankar's view, early in its formative period the Mahabharata was

"bhrguized," and the addition of legends of the Bhrgava brahmins accounts in part for

% V. S. Sukthankar, Critical Studies in the Mahabharata (Bombay: Karnatak
Publishing House, 1944), 110.

95 Vishnu S. Sukthankar, "The Bhrgus and the Bharata,” Annals of the
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 18 (October 1936): 67.

% Sukthankar, "The Bhrgus and the Bharata," 70.



the huge size of the Mahabharata, as distinct from the smaller Bharata of the non-
Bhargava brahmin Vyasa.%’

Sukthankar's insights into the important role of the Bhrgus — among them
Parasurima, Drona, and Krpa? — are hedged by his assumption that it must be explained
in terms of historical accretion. As Hiltebeitel aptly remarks, Sukthankar is caught
between two irreconcilable worlds, his world of Indian literature, and his world of
Germanic text criticism. Hiltebeitel prefers to tackle the Bhargava problem by looking
for an inferior, literary motive, treating the Bhrgus "simply as characters in the
Mahabharata™ The results of Hiltebeitel's creative explorations shed new light on the
significance of these inherently violent figures who appear right from the /tzhasa's

- primary frame. The Bhrgus are brahmins appropriate to the degenerate age in which the
events of the Mahabhirata take place. The Bhargava cycle, Hiltebeitel contends, "is
inseparable from the 'work'’ ... of the non-Bhargava 'author’ Vyasa (who is a Vasistha). It
can hardly be kept apart as a separate strand of authorship or a layer of textual history.™®

By paying discriminating attention to Adisparvad s double beginning, Hiltebeitel

97 In 1973, Mahesh Mehta published a paper which, while not challenging
Sukthankar's "bhrguization” theory, demonstrated that the Mahdbharatd's double
beginning must have been constructed, if not composed, by the same hand. He
hypothesizes an archetypal redactor who "must have found another different version of
the introduction to the epic and ... it was he who felt somehow compelled to juxtapose
. both...." Mahesh Mehta, "The Problem of the Double Introduction to the Mahabharata,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 93, no. 4 (1973): 550.

% In the Bhagavadgiti, Krsna declares himself Bhrgu among the great rsss.
maharsinam bbrgur aham (6.32 [10].25) :

% Hiltebeitel, "Reconsidering Bhrguization,” 161.

10 Hijtebeitel, "Reconsidering Bhrguization,” 166.
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illustrates how approaching the Mahabharata as literature, unfettered by genetic, text-
critical concerns, may begin to untie some of the eighteen parvars' most intriguing
"knots."19! There is an artistic reason for the doubling of the jtihidsd s primary frame.

James Hegarty maintains that the Mahabharata uses multiple narrative framing to
prompt and direct reader response. He analogizes the Mahabhirata s framing or
embedding technique to a set of steps leading down to a temple pond. You may step
down as you may step up. An embedded narrative presupposes its position within the
greater structure; introducing a story within a story institutes a new layer of commentary
about the story. In this manner, the series of concentric narrative framings comes to
include the audience and its potential "metanarrational” commentary. Implied here, says
Hegarty, is a certain "narrative competence™ that "structures and directs audience
response and which is precisely derived from the range of dialogic references buiit into
the text that relate to ritual, myth, cosmology and ethics."'02 Hegarty's formulation
resonates with Alter's "set of tacit agreements” between a work of art and its audience.

The very structure of the Mahibhirata, its length, its framings and embeddings,
its ambiguities and multi-vocal viewpoints, suggest a highly sophisticated audience.

Individuals who share a set of assumptions born from their similar situations form

101 The word parvan itself has the primary meaning of "knot." It also means
"node." as in the nodes on the stalk of a lotus flower, thus by extension any whole
divided into sections.

192 James M. Hegarty, "An Apprenticeship in Attentiveness: Narrative Patterning
in the Dyttaparvan and the Nalopakhyana of the Mahabhirata," in Indian Epic Traditions
- Past and Present, chair John L. Brockington, Sixteenth European Conference on
Modem South Asian Studies, September Edinburgh, 2000, 4.



“interpretive communities," to borrow a term from reader-response criticism, bringing
their particular interpretive strategies to a narrative.!® To approach the Mahibharata as
literature is to surmise a /iterate interpretive community. There is a tacit assumption that
the audience is already familiar with the characters and storyline. There is also an
assumption that the interpretive community shares an ability to appreciate the namative's
allusions to other literary traditions, the upanisadic and Vedic, for instance. This
dissertation holds, with Hiltebeitel, that the Mahabhirata should not be reduced tc a
byproduct of a long historical period of synthesis. Rather, the stihdsa serves to ground
intertextual projects ofthat synthetic period in a new historical periodization of its
own.!%* The audience is expected to receive the Mahabhadrata entire, to appreciate the
project's weaving of namatives both old and original into something challenging and new.
C. Z. Minkowski demonstrates that with the doubled frame story at the beginning
— Saunaka's twelve-year sartra inside Janamejaya's snake sacrifice — the Mahabharata
discloses its "narrative intention to interlock different levels of the story by the process of
embedding,"1% a technique that will be used not just at the borders, but throughout.
Minkowski agrees with Michael Witzel that the sAasd’s framing techniques have
precedents in the Vedic period, when "rites were assembled and put into a complicated,

interdependent, and mutually interactive framework of their own by merging larger or

103 See Stanley E. Fish, "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics,” in Reader-
Response Criticism, ed. Jane P. Tompkins (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1980), 318.

104 Hiltebeitel, "Reconsidering Bhrguization,” 155.

105 Minkowski, "Janamejaya's Sattra,” 406.



smaller units of various rites in an additive fashion characterized by framework-like
insertions."1% While Witzel makes a traditional, diachronic argument, from ritual to
epic, implying long centuries of gradual development, Minkowski argues synchronically
— that from the /fihasa’s frames we can move back to ritual. Witzel's and Minkowski's
significantly different approaches have important implications regarding the "narrative
competence"” of the Mahabhairatds author and audience. "Narrative competence” is not a
concem for Witzel. Minkowski's work, on the other hand, supports the view that the
1thasd's innovative use of framing and embedding indicates an audience capable of
appreciating its references to things past, while remaining alive to a discourse that forever
requires and structures multiple responses.!%’ This is a significant aspect of its grid of
conventions.

From the start, then, the Mahabharata invites the audience into a narrative knot.
Vyasa composed the Mahabharata, having witnessed the events it describes, then taught it
to his students. Ugrasravas hears the student Vaisampayana recite it at Janamejaya's
sacrifice and recites what he heard to the hermits of the "twinkling" Naimisa forest. But
whose is the voice that describes Ugrasravas entering the Naimisa? Minkowski asserts
that in an ideological system like the AMahgbharaty's, which includes an absolute
transcendent reality, there can be no indefinite regression. Setting the primary frame in

the sacred Naimisa forest, and attributing the composition to Vyisa, arranger of the four

106 M. Witzel, "On the Origin of the Literary Device of the Frame Story' in Old
Indian Literature,” in Hinduismus und Buddhismus: Festschrift Fur Ulrich Schneider, ed.
Harry Falk (Freiburg: Hedwig Falk, 1987), 413.
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Vedas, "serves the purpose of fixing the text at a level beyond which, as the texts say, one
cannot go further."1%8 [ suggest, however, that the unnamed voice speaking of
Ugrasravas's entrance is a narrative strategy that alerts the implied audience to the voice
of the implied author.

Some manuscripts tell a charming story -- excluded from the Critical Edition as a
Iate interpolation!® - in which Vyisa goes to Ganesa, the elephant-headed god of

learning, and asks him to act as scribe while he, Vyisa, recites.

Hearing that, the Lord of Obstacles replied, "If my pen does not for a
moment stop writing, then surely I shall be the scribe.” Vyisa said to that
deity, "Do not write anything that you do not understand.” Giving his
assent to that, Ganesa did indeed become the scribe. Then the sage, for
the sake of diversion. mysteriously wove knots into the composition, but
in so doing, the sage Dvaipayana [Vyiisa] recited it according to the
agreement.!10

This story argues for a single, inspired authorship — Vyasa's -- and makes a powerful
claim for the unity — albeit a "knotty" one — of the narrative. The story also implies a

tradition of a writfen text. "This passage presents a deliberately developed conception of

107 Hegarty, "An Apprenticeship in Attentiveness," 10.
108 Minkowski, "Janamejaya's Sattra,"” 420.
109 The passage occurs in Adiparvan (1.55-87) of the Vuigate or Bombay Edition,
and is cited in Appendix I of the Critical Edition's first volume.
110 Srutvaitatpraha vighneso yadi me lekani ksanam
likhito navatistheta tadasyam lekhako hyaham
vyaso 'pyuvaca tam devamabuddhva ma likha kvacit
omityuktva ganeso 'pi bhabhiiva kila lekhakah
granthagranimya tada cakre munirgdam kutiihalat

yasminpratijiiaya priha munirdvaipayanastvidam (1.78-80) I have followed
here the translation of Bruce Sullivan. Bruce M. Sullivan, Secer of the Fifth Veda: Krspa

Dvaipayana Vyasa in the Mahibharata (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1999), 118.
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the fixed written text of the MB# as a distinct cultural entity,” remarks James Fitzgerald.
"It makes certain claims about the AMBh as a whole, as a unitary composition...."!!!
Following Fitzgerald and Hiltebeitel, who says that he now considers the Mahibharata to
have been wriffen by brahmins, and over a far shorter period that usually is advanced,!!2
this dissertation will assume that the shape of the Mah3bharata indicates a community
that could receive it by reading. From the first few s/okas, that audience is thrust
headlong into a challenging, multi-vocal universe of which the author is firmly in control.

Having established its double ritual frame, the s/&7hdsa names most of its
significant male dramatis personae quite suddenly in the first chapter of Adiparvan, the
anukramani, "List of Contents.” Ugrasravas is describing how Vyisa first composed the
Bhirats and revealed it to mankind, the seers, and the celestials. Abruptly shifting from
Sloka, the jtihasd's predominant meter, to trstubh,!!3 the sita delivers two dramatic
verses:

Wrathful Duryodhana is the great tree, Karnpa the trunk, Sakuni its
branches, Duhsasana the abundant fruits and flowers, the root unwise King
Dhrtarastra.

Righteous Yudhisthira is the great tree, Arjuna the trunk, Bhimasena its
branches, the sons of Madri the abundant fruits and flowers, the root
Krsna, Brahman, and the brahmins.!14

11 James L. Fitzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda: The Mahabhirata's Presentation of
Itself," in Essays on the Mahibharata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991),
156.
112 Hiltebeitel, "Reconsidering Bhrguization,” 155.
13 Soka meter consists of four padas or quarter verses of eight syllables each
(two lines of sixteen syllables). Tristubh consists of four lines of eleven syllables each.
114 duryodhano manyumayo mahadrumah; skandhah karnah $akunis tasya s$akhah
duhsasanah puspaphale samrddhe; miilam raja dhrtarastro ‘manisi
yudhisthiro dharmamayo mahadrumah; skandho 'rjuno bhimaseno 'sya $akhih
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The declaration is both an ominous foreshadowing and a masterful poetic condensation of
what is to come, and marks a clear example of how the audience is assumed to be
familiar with these characters: an old story is about to be told, but now through the vision
of a great seer and through the voices of s@tas who have heard it recited in most
extraordinary circumstances, a violent saspasattra, and a twelve-year

Vedic session conducted in the middle of a forest. Moreover, the symbolically loaded
image alerts the audience to a hierarchy of parallel relationships among the characters
with powerful ethical implicaﬂoné involving death, time. fate, human agency, and their
“fruits.” Those ethical concerns will be the weft of the Mahabharatds great net and will
be discussed in following chapters.

Pervasive in Indian art and literature is the figure of two trees, celestial and
terrestrial. The terrestrial tree is rooted in and draws its sap from the life-giving waters; it
pushes its roots downward and its branches upward. The celestial tree, the ficus or
asvattha, has its roots in the sky and draws its energy from the element of fire; it is
mentioned in the Rgveda, in the Upanisads,''® and in the Bhagavadgita "Among all the

trees [ am the Asvattha,” says Krsna;!!6 and later:

madri sutau puspaphale samrddhe; miilam krsno brahma ca brahmanas ca (1
(1)65-66) -

115 See, for example, RV I, 24, 7: "In the unfathomable space king Varuna, he of
purified intelligence, upholds the tree's crest; its ground us up above; (its branches) are
below; may their rays be planted deep in us." Katha Upanisad V1, 1: "With the root
above and branches below is the everlasting Asvattha. That is the Pure; that is Brahman;
that indeed is called the Immortai; therein all the worlds are set; beyond it nonesoever
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They speak of the etemal Asvattha tree whose roots are above, whose
branches below, and whose leaves are the hymns: he who understands it

understands the Veda.l!”

In the sita’s image, the Yudhisthira-tree is the celestial and the Duryodhana-tree
the terrestrial, the former rooted in divinity and the later in unconsciousness. However,
the dichotomy, like most of the Makhabharata's dichotomies, is merely superficial. Do
those tristubli verses refer to fwo trees, c;rto one that may be described in different terms,
or to one that contains the two? Indian sculptures dating back as early as the third
century BCE, with exemplars throughout the subcontinent and Java, show the two trees
growing so close together as to form an indivisible cosmic unit.!!8 In AnusZsanaparvan,
Visnu declares that the asvartha is his very form, and that the one who worships the
asvattha is considered as adoring the entire universe, including the celestials, the asuras
(demons), and human beings.!!? Both the Dhartarastras and the Pandavas originate from
the seed of Krsna Dvaipdyana Vyasa, son of watery Satyavati (a fisher girl born from a
fish) and the brahmin sage Parasara, an emanation of fiery Siva. These two foreboding
verses early in Adiparvan establish ambiguous parallels between the wrathful and the
righteous, between the divine and the unwise, and between the trunk(s) of the tree(s),

Arjuna and Kama. The skandha, "trunk,” of the tree, rising upward to the heavens,

goeth. This truly is That.” Translated in F. D. K. Bosch, The Golden Germ: An
Introduction to Indian Symbolism (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1960), 66-67.
116 ssvatthah sarvavrksapnam (10.32[10]26)
117 grdhvamiilam adhahsakham asvattham prahur avyayam
chandamsi yasya pamdni yas tam veda sa vedavit (6.37[15] 1)
118 Bosch discusses such a stone tree from Besnagar dating probably from the
third century BCE. See Bosch, Golden Germ, 78 and fY.
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plunging downward into the waters, with all that implies of masculine energy (the word
probably derives from the verb skand, to spurt out, as semen), is the pivot and fulcrum of
this magnificent image; and that duality is both emphasized and negated in Kama, chold
of the Sun, brother of the Pandavas, support of Duryodhana. In the kind of masterful use
of repetition found throughout the stihass, in Udyogaparvan, the Mahabharatd's pivotal
book, Krsna will utter all but identical trrstubh verses (see Chapter Five).

After that brief interruption, Adjparvan returns to s/oka meter and the brooding
lament of Dhrtarastra, speaking to Samjaya at the end of the Kuruksetra battle.
Dhrtaréstra enumerates many ominous events, from Arjuna's winning Draupadi at the
svayamvara to Krsna's cursing of Asvatthaman after the war. Each verse begins, "When |
heard that...," and concludes, "...then I lost hope of victory, Samjaya."'?0 In this manner,
by the end of Adjparvan s second adhyaya, the audience has been reminded of events to
come and has been directed to contemplate their complexity and ambiguity. Details
about the Pandavas, Kauravas, and other important characters have been introduced
minimally. Deliberately, however, little about Kamna has been made explicit. His
"secret” -- to which the audience is privy - is unuttered.

The structure of the Odyssey has been compared to a symphony, a weaving
together of patterns both small and very large.'>! The Mah#bharata might be compared to

the classical Indian raga - intricate, dazzling, at once structured and improvised, a

119 13.126.4-6, in the Vulgate. Cited in Bosch, Golden Germ, 190.
120 t3d3 nasamse vijayaya samjaya (1.1.102-157)
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Jjourney in which the listener becomes lost, only to retrieve, again and again, a unifying
undersong. As scholars continue to study the Mahabhdrata as literature, the intricacies of
its shape will become progressively evident. The sheer size of the jit/Adsa makes the task
of understanding its structure a daunting one, all the more so because perceptions of the
Mah3abharata have tended to be mediated through Western historicist lenses. However, as
remarked in Chapter One, there has been a persistent "native intuition" that the
Mahabharata is a literary whole and indeed a soul-shaping text, a perception evidenced in
the earliest extant writings about the /t7hdsa. The intuition is based upon the
overwhelming experience produced by reading the entire narrative, an experience Indian
aestheticians, writing several centuries after the composition of the j/t7h3sa, have
explained in terms of rasa. In the next section I will explore a few ways in which rasais

structured into the Mahabharata’s shape and partially serves to account for the unified
experience it produces.

Rasa and the Shape of the Mahabharata

The Mahsbhirata itself speaks of three beginnings: Some poets learn the Bharata
"manvadi," from Manu onward, it says -- that is, from the very first adhyaya of
Adiparvanm, some learn it "astikadi," from the story of Astika at adhydya thirteen; others

leam it "upaicarar,” from the tale of Uparicara, at adhyaya fifty-four.!22 Madhva, a

121 Bruce Louden, 7he Odyssey: Structure, Narration, and Meaning (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 54.
122 manvadi bharatam kechidastikidi tathdpare
tathoparicaridyanye vipra: sabhyagadhiyate (1.1.50)
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thirteenth-century dualist theologian, takes the statement as indicating that the

Mahabharata has three layers of meaning:
The meaning of the Bharata, in so far as it is a relation of the facts and
events with which Sri Krsna and the Pandavas are connected, is dstikadl,
or historical. That interpretation by which we find lessons on virtue,
divine love, and the other ten qualities, on sacred duty and righteous
practices, on character and training, on Brahma and the other gods, is
called manvadi, or religious and moral. Thirdly, the interpretation by
which every sentence, word or syllable is shown to be the significant

name, or to be the declaration of the glories, of the Almighty Ruler of the
universe, is called auparicara or transcendental.!2

In the twentieth century, V.S. Sukthankar would argue that the Makabhirata
operates on three planes: a mundane plane consisting of the epic story, an ethical plane
emphasizing dhanma, and a metaphysical plane embodying "the spirit of Yogic Idealism,"”
in which the "Superman” (Arjuna) gains knowledge of his individual self (#tman) under
the guidance of the "Superself” (Krsna).!# In Chapter Five I will return to a discussion
of these "planes," arguing for a "horizontal” rather than "hierarchical” approach.
Madhva's and Sukthankar’s hierarchical triple division of the text's meaning brings to
mind Bharata's Natyasastra. Bharata describes three sorts of individuals in the audience:
the superior, the middling, and the inferior. Each experiences and expresses any given
rasain a different manner. While Madhva and Sukthankar focus on meaning as an

inherent property of the text, Bharata is more concemed with reception, with discovering

123 In Mahabharataiparyanirnaya. Cited in Klaus K. Klostermaier, A Survey of
Hinduismn (Second Edition) (New York: SUNY Press, 1994), 84-85.

124 Vishnu S. Sukthankar, On the Meaning of the Mahabharata (Bombay: Asiatic
Society of Bombay, 1957), 121.
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how the work of art itself accomplishes its literary task and elicits, through its
predominant rasas, the desired response from its intended audience.'> In other words,
for Bharata the different planes of meaning observed by Sukthankar and Madhva are
highly dependent upon the audience receiving it.

Anandavardhana claimed that the Mahabharata was designed to produce
$antarasa, a ninth rasa beyond Bharata's traditional eight (see Chapter One). Both he and
Abhinavagupta suggest that this flavor of peace, which leads to moksa, is related to or
brought about by a subtle combination of other rasas, particularly vira, raudra, and
karupa'? Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta attest to a natural connection between
the heroic and the cruel, raudra, which often are combined, the effect of raudrabeing
karuna, compassion or pity.'?’” However, Anandavardhana specifies that only vira with
egoisin leads to raudra; there exists a heroism of compassion, karunavira, which results
from heroism free of egotism. Abhinavagupta explains that karupavira is simply another
name for sdnta. That santa rasa subsumes, as it were, other rasas, indicates the emphasis

the Indian aesthetic thinkers place on audience reception: a successful work of art

125 For example, Bharata observes that Adsyarasa, the comic flavor, is manifested
in the superior individual by a slight smile, by the average individual with gentle laughter
and the laughter of ridicule, and by the inferior type by vulgar and excessive laughter.
Natyasastra VI, 53. See Bharata, The Natyasastra, Ascribed to Bharata-Muni, Vols. 1&
2, translated by Manmohan Ghosh (Calcutta: Granthalaya Private Limited, 1967), 111.

126 The discussion here is based on Dhv 3.24, in: Anandavardhana and
Abhinavagupta, The Dhvanyiloka of Anandavardhans, with the Locana of
Abhinavagupta. Edited with an Introduction by Daniel H. H. Ingalls, translated by Jefirey
Moussaieff Masson Daniel H. H. Ingalls, and MLV. Patwardhan (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1990), 506-07.
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produces, through suggestion, the rasas in the audience; the finest work of art arouses
santa. "Suffice it to say,” says Abhinava, "that as the rasa of peace leads to moksa, which
is the highest aim of man, it is the most important of all the rasas."128 As Gary Tubb
notes, it seems clear "that what Anandavardhana considers the primary end of the
Malhibharata is a state of mind in the reader (italics mine)."129

A thorough study of rasa and the Mahabhirata would be the subject of a separate
and extensive research. What I wish to point out here is that the 7fiA3sa exhibits just the
kind of delicate and intricate weaving of rasas to which Abhinavagupta and
Anandavardhana attest. Although all eight of Bharata's rasas are to be found in the
Mahabharatd's vast net, those that predominate are precisely vira, raudra, and karupa.
They are made explicit in the two .e;ac!iﬁcial scenes that bracket Adiparvan —
Janamejaya's sarpasattra and the burning of the Khandava forest -- preparing us for the
great battle to come and revealing the stihisd's obsession with the Kuruksetra holocaust as
a dark cosmic sacrifice. Like the Kuruksetra war, the scenes begin with heroic impulse,
rush swiftly to horrific violence, and conclude in pathos. Nonetheless, as will be seen in
chapters to follow, the stzhasa will surprise its audience in the end by strongly suggesting

that the laughter of Krsna dominates the if7h3sd's universe - and thus, the rasa of hisya.

127 Ingalls translates ka:upas rasa as the "tragic” flavor. However, I believe there
are Aristotelian assumptions-in the word "tragic" not appropriate to Indian poetics.

122 Dhv 3.26 b, in Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, Dhvanydloks, 525. Gary
Tubb's richly suggestive article, "Santarasa in the Mahabharata,” discusses this topic in
detail. Gary A. Tubb, "Santarasa in the Mahabharata," in Essays on the Mahabharata, ed.
Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 171-211.

129 Tubb, " Sintarasain the Mahibhirata," 198.
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Janamejaya's declaration — "I shall go and avenge my father!"!30 — seems justly
heroic after he learns that Pariksit had been killed by the wily niaga Taksaka, who had
coiled around Pariksit's neck and bit him while the unwary king was still laughing_ 131
However, the plan he resolves upon -- a long saztra in which all the snakes of the
kingdom shall be offered into the sacrificial fire!32 - turns out to be a sinister affair. The
black-garbed Bhrgu officiants are more like sorcerers than conventional brahmins, their
eyes red from smoke as they mutter their spells above the fire, offering the snakes into
Agni's flaming maw. 133

The snakes began to drop into the blazing flames, writhing and wretched

and crying out to one another. They darted and hissed, wildly coiled about
with tails and heads as they fell into the radiant fire -- white, black, blue,
old and young -- screeching terrifying screams, they fell into the high
blazing flames, hundreds of thousands and millions and tens of millions of
helpless snakes were destroyed, O best of brahmins. 134

130 yasyamy apacitim pituh (1.46.41)

131 1.39.33.

132 The srauta texts give instructions for performing a sazpasattra. For a thorough
discussion of the saspasattra in the light of the AMah3sbhirata, see Minkowski,
"Janamejaya’s Sattra." ,

133 Bharata mentions red eyes as sign of raudra rasa. (BhNS 6.63) Bharata, The
Natyasastra, Ascribed to Bharata-Muni, Vois. 1& 2, 113.

134 tatah sarpah samiépetuh pradipte havyavahane

vivestaminih krpana ahvayantah parasparam
visphurantah Svasantas ca vestayantas tatha pare
pucchaih Sirobhis ca bhrsam citrabhanum prapedire
svetah krsnas ca nilas ca sthavirah Sisavas tatha
ruvanto bhairavan nidin petur dipte vibhavasau

evam Satasahasrani prayutiny arbudani ca

avasini vinastani pannaganam dvijottama (1.47.17-20)
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The tone is all the more ironic for the fact that Taksaka himself escapes with the help of
his friend Indra. This violent session is the /tihdsd’s primary frame in which all the rest is
embedded, in which all the rest is reflected.

The Baudhayana Srauta Sutra locates the site of the original sarpasattra at
Khﬁ!!davm a synonym for Indraprastha, capital of the Pandavas, built upon the
land cleared when Krsna and Arjuna burned down the Khandava Forest.!3* Here, at the
end of Adiparvan, is a scene that both hearkens back to the sarpasattra and prefigures the
Kuruksetra battle. A ravenous Agni, black-garbed and red-eyed (like Janamejaya's
Bhrgus), approaches Arjuna and Krsna, who are sporting with their women by the river,
and requests the two champions to give him the Khandava Forest to devour. Arjuna asks
in return for weapons equal to his and Krsna's strength, thereby obtaining his famed
Gandiva bow, celestial chariot, and deathless horses. Krsna obtains the divine discus,
cakra. Thus armed, Arjuna cries heroically, "Now I am up to the task of conquering the
worlds in a war, O fire god!"!3¢ That task is eerily similar to the sarpasattra; vira grows
swiﬁlytomadra,z;sKmmandAljuna,cclestial weapons in hand, see to it that nothing

escapes Agni's hunger:

Eyes blazing, tongues blazing, the huge, gaping maw blazing, the erect
hair blazing, drinking the fat of the living with reddish eyes, the oblation-

135 Baudhayana (17.18) asserts that the first sarpasattra was performed by the
snakes themselves, who became biters and obtained their poison as a result. Minkowski,
"Janamejaya's Sattra,” 415.

136 gandivam dhanur adaya tathaksayyau mahesudhi

aham apy utsahe lokan vijetum yudhi pavaka
sarvatah parivaryainam divena mahata prabho
kimam samprajvalddyaiva kalyau svah sihyakarmani (1.216.29-30)
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eater feasted on the elixir that Krsna and Arjuna had procured, and became

glad, satiated, supremely happy.!137
The narrative describes in chilling detail the fate of the defenseless forest creatures:

Many were burning in one spot, others were scorched, eyes split open,

shattered, confused, swooning. Some embraced their sons, others their

fathers and mothers, unabie to abandon them, and thus went to their

annihilation. Others with maimed faces, rolling hither and thither,

dropped into Agni's mouth. Hither and thither, creatures with scorched

wings, eyes, and paws were seen writhing on the ground until they

perished. 38
The mother of the snake Asvasena, Taksaka's son, attempts to protect her child by
swallowing him, but Arjuna severs her head with an arrow; as Asvasena escapes, Arjuna,
Krsna; and Agni curse him: "You shall never be safe!"!3% Taksaka himself is not present
at the Khiandava burning; he is away, says Vaisampayana, at Kuruksetra. Thus the
narrative weaves its tight web. The furious burning of the forest concludes with the

curiously pathetic story of the baby Sarngaka birds, still in egg cases as their mother

137 diptikso dintajihvas ca diptavyatta mahananah
diptordhva kesah pinigaksah piban pranabhrtam vasim
tam sa krsnarjuna krtam sudham prapya hutasanah
babhiiva muditas trptah parim nirvrtim agatah (1.219.33-34)

138dagdhaika desa bahavo nistaptas ca tathapare
sphutitiksa visimas ca viplutas ca vicetasah
samalifigya sutan anye pitin matfms tathapare
tyaktum na Sckuh snehena tathaiva nidhanam gatah
vikrtair darsanair anye samupetuh sahasrasah
tatra tatra vighiirnantah punar agnau prapedire
dagdhapaksaksi carani vicestanto mahitale
tatra tatra sma drSyante vinaSyantah saririnah (1.117.5-8)

139 apratistho bhavediti (218.11) In the Bombay Edition, Asvasena will seek his
revenge at Kuruksetra by entering an arrow Karna aims at Arjuna; through Krsna's
trickery the niga is foiled and gleefully slain, thus providing ample motivation for
Taksaka to kill Pariksit, the Pandavas' sole heir. (8.90)
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frantically attempts to protect them from the flames. Eventually they escape, joining
Asvasena and the architect Maya (who will build Yudhisthira's magical sabh3) as the sole
remainders of the Khandava sacrifice.140

This same progression, from vira rasato raudra rasa to karunpa rasa, characterizes
the great battie prefigured by the sarpasattra and Khandava burning. As the lengthy
battle books progress and hero after hero is dismembered until the field is a river of

blood, descriptions of the beauty of battle —

Men lay on the field with limbs crushed by maces, heads smashed by

clubs, crushed by elephants, horses, and chariots. And the earth, strewn

everywhere with the bodies of slain horses, men, and elephants, looked

- beautiful, O king, as if covered with hills.!4!

- sound increasingly gruesome despite their poetry. It all will culminate in the paroxysm
of violence in Book Ten, the Night Massacre, when Asvatthaman is possessed by Rudra.
After the long battle books, the Bhargava son of Drona, bearing a congenital jewel in his
forehead like a great ndga, accomplishes his violent deed in but a few brutal slokas. The
sleeping warriors are as defenseless as Janamejaya's snakes and the Khandava creatures:

Terrified by his sword, jumping up sick with fear, blinded by sieep and

befuddied, some hid wherever they could, legs paralyzed, and drained of

strength by despair. Crying out harshly in fear, they crushed one
another. 42

140 1.220.

141 gada vimathitair gatrair musalair bhinnamastakah
gajavajirathaksunnah serate sma narih ksitau
tathaivasvanrnaganam Sarirair ababhau tada
samchanna vasudha rdjan parvatair iva sarvatah

142tatas tac chastra vitrasta utpatanto bhayaturah
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This apotheosis of raudra rasa is followed immediately by the exquisite pathos of
Striparvarz, The Women, as the women of the warriors of both sides discover the bodies
of their dear ones scattered on the Kuru field. As the Night Massacre is a condensation of

raudra, Striparvan is suggestive of karupa rasa.

Some seeing their brothers, some their husbands, and some their sons
fallen dead upon the earth seizing the arms of the slain, those fair-armed
women are themselves falling down. Hear, O unvanquished one, the loud
wails of those elderly women and those others of middle age at the sight of
this slaughter!!43

The play of vira, randra, and karuna are structured into the Mah3abharatd's
multiple layers. Abhinavagupta and Anandavardhana believed that the effect would be to
arouse in the audience $anta rasa. J. L. Masson and M. V. Patwardhan, in their book
Santarasa and Abhinavagupta's Philosophy of Aesthetics, describe that experience as

envisaged by the two great Indian aestheticians:

As unhappiness and doom succeed one another in a seemingly endless
display of the vanity of this world; as we slowly become aware of the folly
of trusting to the external world to bring happiness; as one after another
the heroes of the epic whom we have come to know over volumes and
volumes fade from existence and everything seems to desiccate and near
its end, the reader is invaded by a sense of doom, a sense of the
uselessness of strife, and he is eventually instilled with a craving for
tranquility, for an end to human suffering and misery. If our reading is

nidrandha nastasamjiias ca tatra tatra nililyire

trustambhagrhitas ca kasmalabhihataujasah

vinadanto bhram trastah samnyapesan parasparam (10.8.75-6)
143 bhratims canyah patims canydh putrams ca nihatan bhuvi

drstva paripatanty etah pragrhya subhuja bhujan

madhyamanam tu narindm vrddhanam capardjita

akrandam hatabandhiinim darune vaisase smu (11.18.7-8)



extensive enough, concentrated enough, with no distractions from the

outside world, then we can induce in oursclves a profound imaginative

experience of tranquility, sanfarasa.!%

I will return to the question of sinta rass in Chapter Six. Although reading the
entire Mahabharata is indeed conducive of a profound experience of tranquility, I would
be cautious in reducing the jtzhisa to that effect alone, for it seems to me that the
narrative is conducive to much more. In the end, its effect wall be to turn the audience
towards the world, not away from it. What I would like to suggest here is that this play
of three rasas is structured similarly into the character and life of Karna, who, I contend,
uniquely embodies the strhdsd's concems. He, more than Arjuna, embodies the three
clements of heroism specified by Bharata: dinavira, "generous heroism," dayavira,
"compassionate heroism,” and dharmavira, "righteous heroism."'4* However, driven by
daiva and kila, "Fate" and "Time,” to make certain radical choices, his world collapses in
violence and pathos. In the next part of this chapter, 1 will examine how the manner in
which the character of Kama is woven into the Mahzbhaaratd's structure articulates his
particular significance just as the overall structure of the Mahdbhairata determines how

the audience shall contemplate its contents.

144 J_ L. Masson, and M. V. Patwardhan, Santarasa and Abhlinavagupta's
Philosophy of Aesthetics (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1969), x.

145 (BhNS 6.79) Bharata, 7he Nityasastra, Ascribed to Bharata-Muni, Vols. 1& 2,
117.
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Karna's Place within the Shape of the Mahabharata

The literary qualities of the Mahabharata, its subtle and sophisticated use of
rhetorical devices, are difficult to study simply because of the stihisa’s huge size.
Necessarily, one must limit one's inquiry, and here the character of Kama is the chosen
delimiter. By focusing on a character rather than one story or one parvan, we may
appreciate better the manner in which the narrative sustains its techniques over tens of
thousands of verses, and we may get a glimpse of how it constructs its single net. In the
following sections, I will examine certain narrative strategies by which the jtihasa
sustains the reader’s focus on Karna, strategies that equally could be examined with

different foci.

Narrative Strategics: Ekalavya and the Show of Weapons

Oblique references to Kama throughout the early sections of Adiparvan have
greatly increased dramatic tension, so that when Karna does, quite emphatically, stride
onto the scene. at the Show of Weapons, the model audience is as stunned as the audience
at the arena.'%¢ Immediately preceding the Show of Weapons is the disquieting story of
Ekalavya, in which the rasas of vira, raudra, and karuna are combined to great effect.!4”
This tale of the virtuous son of the chief of the Nisadas, a non-Aryan tribe of hunters,
chgllenges Arjuna’s claim to heroic and martial preeminence. For their training in

weapons, the youthful Pandavas and Kauravas have taken Drona as guru. Arjuna

146 1.124-126.
157 1(7) 123.



ingratiates himself and becomes Drona's favorite; the teacher vows that no archer on
earth ever will be Arjuna's equal. The siiza$ son Kama also goes to learn from Drona,
and Kama and Arjuna jealously compete with one another. The Nisada Ekalavya
approaches Drona as well, but is rejected because of his low class. Disappointed but
undaunted, Ekalavya retires to the forest where he constructs a clay figure of Drona,
worships it as his guru, and achicves supreme skill with the bow. One day the Pandavas
and Drona happen through the forest and see evidence of his expertise. Realizing that
Arjuna's superiority faces a challenge, they ask Ekalavya for the name of his teacher.
When the youth reveals the clay figure, Drona demands a gruesome guru daksina,
"teacher’s fee" -- the thumb of Ekalavya's dominant hand. Without hesitating, the boy
pulls out his knife and places the severed member at his guru's feet. Never again can
Ekalavya pose a challenge to Drona and his favorite apprentice, or to the social order they
represent. !4  Ksafriya supremacy in arms is preserved by the mutilation of the earnest
tribal boy. As a prelude to the Show of Weapons, the story of Ekalavya is a skillful
strategy for alienating the audience from Arjuna and preparing the audience to favor the
low class s@za who next will challenge the ambidextrous Pandava.

At the show, Arjuna makes a bravura demonstration of bow, club, and sword.
Suddenly from the gateway a sound is heard of arms being slapped in challenge, loud as a

thunderbolt:

48In Udyogaparvan, we leamn that Ekalavya becomes king of the Nisadas and is
slain in battle by Krsna (5.47.71). For a discussion of the story of Ekalavya, sce S.
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As the people, wide-eyed in wonder, gave way, Kama, conqueror of

enemy cities, strode into the broad arena. Bearing his congenital armor,

his face lit by two earrings, with his bow and bound-on sword, he was like

a walking mountain. Kama, of great renown and wide eyes, had been

born of the maiden Prtha [Kunti] and the fiery-rayed Sun, of which he was

a portion. Equal in strength to a lion or elephant, like the sun and moon in

effulgence, beauty and splendor, bright as a golden palm tree, lion-like,

youthful -- countless were the qualities of this glorious son of Bhaskara

[the Sun].1¥?

When Kama challenges Arjuna to a contest, the Pandavas demand that he make
public his pedigree. Who is this stranger? Is he a ksazriya? Duryodhana, in one of his
finest moments, recognizes Kamma's natural nobility and anoints him king of Anga,
thereby bestowing a proxy ksatriya-hood on Kama and caming his pledge of eternal
friendship. But when the humble charioteer Adhiratha steps into the arena to embrace his
son, Bhima mocks Kama for his obviously low-class origins. Karna has no right to fight
someone as highborn as Arjuna, says Bhima. Karna silently casts a rueful eye at the sun

and the crowd disperses.!*® However, a seed of dread is planted that will torment

Shankar, "The Thumb of Ekalavya: Postcolonial Studies and the "Third World" Scholar
in a Neocolonial World," World Literature Today 68 (Summer 1994): 479-87.
149 datte 'vakase purusair vismayotphullalocanaih
vivesa rafgam vistimam kamah parapuramjayah
sahajam kavacam bibhrat kundaloddyotitananah
sadhanur baddhanistrims$ah padac@riva parvatah
kanya garbhah prthu yasih prthayah prthulocanah
tiksnamsor bhiskarasyamsah kamo ‘riganastiidanah
simharsabha gajendranam tulyaviryaparakramah
diptikanti dyutigunaih stiryendu jvalanopamah
pramsuh kanakatalabhah simhasamhanano yuva
asamkhyeyagunah $rimin bhaskarasyatmasambhavah (1.126.1-5)
150 Shuiman characterizes this moment, when Karna, his head still wet from the
water of his anointing as king sees his aged father, as a sudden reversal akin to
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Yudhisthira's nights for years: no archer on earth, he suspects, is Kama's equal; Karna,
now Duryodhana's swom supporter, is superior to Arjuna. A similar suspicion is planted
in the jtihasds audience by this powerfully rendered scene. The Ekalavya story
anticipates the Show of Weaporns, and foreshadows a central event in Kama's life, the
Robbing of the Earrings, to be discussed in Chapter Four. Drona, for Arjuna's sake,
appealed to Ekalavya's sense of duty, his dharmavira, to obtain the youth's severed
thumb, thereby neutralizing his challenge to Arjuna's superiority with the bow. Indra will
appeal to Kama's unfailing generosity, his dinavira, to obtain his severed congenital
armor and earrings, thereby rendering Kama vulnerable to Arjuna's potent weapons and

to Krsna's machinations.

Narrative Strategics: Kama Absent
Karna is woven into the shape of the Mahidbharata by means of a rich array of
narrative strategies that sustain the audience's m@st in h:is character, even when he is
absent. Subsequent chapters will examine the scenes — among the 7tzhdsa’s most poetic
and powerful — in which Karna dominates: the dicing, the theft of the earrings, Karna's
temptation by Krsna, Karna's battle with Arjuna. This chapter will examine narrative
strategies by which the stihdsa ensures that Karna is present to the audience even when he

is physically absent.

Aristotelian peripeteia. David Dean Shulman, The King and the Clown in South Indian
Myth and Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 382.



Book Three, Aranyakaparvan, The Forest, describes the Pandavas' twelve-year
exile. The great length of the book serves to emphasize the passage of time.!5! The
Pandavas' twelve long years of exile are for the most part uneventful. A series of sages
and seers visits the Pandavas to instruct them with stories within stories of past heroes
and villains; framing and embedding are especially complex here.!52 Aranyakaparvan
illustrates how the inclusivity of the Mahabharatd's discourse, requiring and structuring
multiple responses, dictates the i&hisds encyclopedic size.!%3

The exile begins with an oblique tribute to Kama when Dhaumya, the Pandavas'

family priest, proclaims the one hundred and cight names of Stirya, Kama's father.!>*

151 Although van Buitenen can "hardly imagine that in a more original form 7%e
Book of the Foresthad the same size as in the present,” he still allows that "twelve years
is a long time, and as one goes on reading he does get a sense of the length of time that
the Pandavas were exiled from their kingdom.” J. A. B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., 7he
. Mahabhdrata, Vol. 2: The Book of the Assembly Hall; The Book of the Forest (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1975), 177.

152 For example, at one point we hear Ugrasravas relating what VaiSampédyana
told Janamejaya about what Narada told Yudhisthira about the sage Manakanaka's
conversation with Siva. (3.81)

153 In a recent paper delivered at the Sixteenth European Conference on Modern
South Asian Studies at Edinburgh, September 2000, James Hegarty makes precisely this
argument through an analysis of the Na/opdk#iyana, the story of Nala, and the
Dyiitaparvan, the dicing match in Ssbhaparvan. Hegarty, "An Apprenticeship in
Attentiveness.”

134 Stirya is arguably the most glorious deity among those summoned by Kunti's
mantra. Yudhigthira's father Dharma is a shadowy presence; when he does appear he
assumes animal form. Dharma speaks to his son disguised as a crane in
Aranyakaparvan's final chapter, and in the Mahabhiratd's final book disguised as a dog.
Arjuna’s father Indra, mighty king of the god in the Vedas, is represented in the
Mahabharata as a weak, even ludicrous, deity. See, for instance, 5.9-18, where Indra
must be saved from a series of un-heroic mishaps, including being swallowed by the
monster Vrtra. Indra’s heroic slaying of Vrtra is famously celebrated throughout the Rg

Veda.
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Among Siirya'’s names are the names of the fathers of Arjuna, Yudhisthira, and Bhima —
Indra, Dharma.!s5 and Vayu. The fathers of Nakula and Sahadeva, the Asvins, are said to
be sons of Stirya. The Sun is pleased with Dhaumya's recitation and appears to the
Pandavas "in his body, aflame like a blazing fire."!5¢ Siirya promises to provide ample
food during the twelve years of exile. Thus opens Aranyakaparvan, with a vivid
reminder of Kama and the secret of his solar 4u/a, "family," a secret known by the
audience but not yet by Kama's brothers. (See Chapter Three for a discussion of Kama's
solar ku/a.)

The days of the exile are fraught with bitter recollections of Karna. Draupadi
stubbornly nurses her resentment: "Never ever will my grief be assuaged that some
Karna laughed at me!"!5? Karna's derisive laughter, far more than Duhé3sana's
manhandling or Duryodhana's vulgarity, has deeply wounded Draupadi; she cannot
forgive her husbands or Krsna for allowing it to occur and repeatedly berates Yudhisthira
for his unmanly unwillingness to act. Yudhisthira finally confesses the reason for his
hesitation: "I cannot sleep from fretting about the dexterity of the sifta’s son who
surpasses everyone in handling the bow."!58 Ever since the Show of Weapons,
Yudhisthira has seen clearly a fact that Krsna conceals from Arjuna to the end: Kama is

the foremost warrior of the land. Afier Yudhisthira's candid admission of his fears,

155 Dharma is named in the compound Dharmadhvaja, "Banner of Dharma.”
156 tato divakarah prito darSayam #sa pandavam
dpyaminah svavapusi jvalann iva hutasanah (3.4.1)
157 na hi me $admyate duhkham karno yat prahasat tada (3.13.113)
158 na nidram adhigacchami cintayano vrkodara
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Vyiisa makes one of his sudden interventions. Appearing as if out of nowhere, he takes
Yudhisthira aside and advises him to send Arjuna on a search for divine weapons.
Arjuna enthusiastically embarks upon the quest. His famous journey during which he
encounters and obtains weapons from both Rudra and Indra is, unbeknownst to him,
motivated by Yudhisthira's concern, apparently shared by Vyasa, that Arjuna on his own
cannot defeat Kamna in the approaching battle. After Arjuna departs, Yudhisthira admits

the truth:

He [Karna] has the might of a horse, the violence of a gale, he roars from
the hearth fire that sparks his arrows, he is the dust cloud, the affliction of
weapons raised up by the wind of the son of Dhrtarastra. He has been sent
forth as the fire at the end of a yuga is sent forth by Time; without a doubt
he shall set afire my concealed troops. Only with mighty clouds of divine
weapons raised up by the Krsna-wind, wearing his white horses like
cranes, ablaze with the rainbow of the Gandiva bow, shall he [Arjuna]
ever quench the burning fire of Kama with his deluge of arrows.!?

Yudhisthira's anguish resonates throughout the Book of the Forest, in Karmna's
absence. From the eulogy to Siirya at the beginning to the "Robbing of the Earrings” at
the end, Karna brackets this longest of the Mahabhairatd's eighteen parvans and haunts its

center. In the later books, after the battle and Kama's death, he still inhabits the narrative.

ati sarvan dhanur grihan siitaputrasya laghavam (3.37.18)
159 30 'Svaveganila balah sararcis talanisvanah
rajo dhimo 'strasamtiapo dhartarastraniloddhatah
nisrsta iva kalena yugantajvalano yatha
' mama sainyamayam kaksam pradhaksyati na samsayah
tamn sa kysnaniloddhiito divyastrajalado mahan
§vetav3ajibalaka bhrd gandivendrayudhojjvalah
satatam saradharabhih pradiptam karna pavakam
udimo ‘rjuna megho "yarn $amayisyati samyuge (3.84.9-12)
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In the short ecleventh book, Striparvan, the Women, Kama's decapitated body is described
lovingly in words recalling Yudhisthira's anguished poetry during the exile: "There lies
Vaikartana [Kama), the great warrior and bowman, in battle a blazing fire, extinguished
by fierce Arjuna. ... He was invincible to foes in battle, like Maghavan [Indra] himself,
like the fire at the end of a yuga, immovable as the Himalayas."'%¢ When the women go
the Ganges to offer oblations for their fallen men, Kunti erupts in grief:

There is no equal of his in heroism anywhere on earth. Offer water

oblations to your brother, so firm in truth, valorous, ever steady in battle,

unweried in action. Yes, he was your elder brother, born from me by

Bhaskara, the Sun. With his inborn earrings and armor he was as equal in
splendor to Bhaskara. 16!

Yudhisthira is devastated, and declares that had Kunti revealed her secret earlier all the
carnage might have been prevented. For the rest of his life, Yudhisthira will moum for
Kama. In the /tihdsd's remaining parvans, the audience repeatedly is reminded of Kama
by the grieving of Yudhisthira and Kunti; we grieve with them for him.

Book twelve, S’Entiparvan, The Peace, opens with Yudhisthira making a
confession: at the dicing match Karna's insults to Draupadi had kindled fury in him.

Then, he suddenly became transfixed at the sight of Kama's feet — they resembled

160 esa vaihrtanah Scte mahesvaso maharathah
jvalitanalavat samkhye samsantah partha tejasa ..
anadhrsyah parair yuddhe Satrubhir maghavan iva
yugintagnir ivarcisman himavan iva ca sthirah (11.21.1,8)

16! yasya nisti samo virye prthivyam api kas cana

satyasamdhasya Stirasya samgramesv apalayinah
kurudhvam udakam tasya bhratur aklistakarmanah
sa hi vah ptirvajo bhratia bhaskaran mayy ajayata
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Kunti's! Taken aback by the inexplicable similarity, his anger had cooled. Yudhisthira
says he cannot forgive himself for missing that opportunity to discover Karna's identity,
nor can he forgive Kunti for concealing the truth. He pronounces a curse: Henceforth no
woman shall succeed in keeping a secret!!62 Yudhisthira's overwhelming remorse for
Karna's death — a sentiment apparently not shared by his brothers — above all influences
Yudhisthira's longing to renounce the world. Bhisma's efforts to change that resolve and
to educate Yudhisthira in the dharma of a king constitute parvans twelve and thirteen, the
lengthy didactic books. That mass of teachings does little to blunt Yudhisthira's grief for
Kama. Book fourteen, Asvamedhikaparvan, The Horse Sacrifice, opens with Yudhisthira
again asking to be allowed to retire to the forest; he can find no peace, he says, having
slain “Kama, that tiger of a man, who never fled from Me.“‘“ Fifteen years later,
Kunti still mourns: "My heart must be made of s;eel, for it does not shatter into a hundred
pieces at not seeing that little child of mine bomn of Siirya."'** Even at the very end, after
entering heaven, Yudhisthira remembers Kama's feet, so like Kunti's. "Wherever that
child of Stirya is, I want to be with him,” Yudhisthira says.!6> He discovers Karna in hell,

united at last with the four Pandavas and Draupadi (see Chapter Five). References to

kundali kavaci §iiro divakarasamaprabhah (11.27.10-11)
162 bhavatya giidhamantravat pidito 'snity uvaca tam

$asapa camahatejah sarvalokesu ca striyah

na guhyam dharayisyantity atiduhkhasamanvitah (12.6.10)
163 karnam ca purusavyighram samgramesv apaldyinam (14.2.12)
164 Gyasam hrdayam niinam mandiya mama putraka

yat siiryajam apasyantyah Satadha na vidiryate (15.22.12)
165 tam aham yatra tatrastham drastum icchami siiryajam

avijilato maya yo 'sau ghatitah savyasicina (18.2.9)



Kama after the battle are few and widely scattered throughout the Mahabharata’s final
seven books. The persistent memories of Karna act as a dramatically effective strategy
for pulling the audience back to the narrative thread and for placing Kama directly in its

center. 66

Narrative Strategies: The Golden Earrings

The net of the Mahabharata is constructed of an elaborate fabric of motifs and
symbols. This dissertation argues against or beyond an historic, diachronic analysis that
moves from symbol to myth and thereby understates the szhdsa’s narrative competence.

A synchronic analysis, however, allows an exploration of the multiple parallelisms that
enrich the jtjhdsa and are part of the "tacit agreements” betwesn author and audience. !¢’
Consider the motif of golden earrings. Kama's earrings, the shining kupdalas, are the
emblem of this son of Siirya, the god who wears golden earrings and armor. The theme of
stolen earrings is woven throughout the jtzhdsa and is richly suggestive of Karna's
ambivalent nature, his innate royalty, and his dark attraction to Duryodhana.

The word karpa means "ear,” and the fact that Karna was bomn wearing golden

earrings may account for what is, in fact, a curiously pedestrian name. According to

166 Individual parvans frequently are bracketed with references to Kama. Kama
appears at both the beginning and end of Vansparvar, at the end of Udyogaparvan, at the
‘beginning and end of Bhismaparvar, at the start of Dropaparvan, which leads on to
Kamaparvan Striparvanbegins and ends with Kama; Sfanaparmbegmsmmhnn,md
Svargarohanaparvan begins with Kamna and ends when, at last, he is united with his
brothers and Draupadi in heaven.

167 Hiltebeitel, "Rzconsidering Bhrguization,” 161.
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Monier-Williams, the word has two possible derivations, &rtor £7i.'¢* Krt, "to cut off™ or
"to tear asunder,"” suggests what Karna eventually will do with his divine ornaments. Kri,
"to cast off from oneself,” carries a similar nuance. Kriis also the verb from which is
derived karupa, "causing pity or compassion,” a dominant rasa in Kama's story. Kama
frequently refers to himself as Ridheya, "the son of Radha," his foster mother. Radha
and Adhiratha call their adopted child Vasusena, from vas, "to shine," because of the
child's golden effulgence.'¥? "Karmna," however, is the name most often used to refer to
the firstborn son of Kunti.

The earring motif can be traced from the story of Uttaiika early in Adsjparvan, to
"The Cattle Expedition” and "The Robbing of the Earrings” in Aranyakaparvan, to "The
Suing for Peace” in Udyogaparvan, and to Krsna's encounter with Uttarika in
. Asvamedhiksparvan.'™ Uttaiika's is a haunting and complex tale full of symbolism and
cosmological references; its alleged purpose is to explain why Janamejaya determined to
perform the Snake Sacrifice, the occasion for VaiSampayana's recitation of the
Mahabhirata. This is one of the few portions of the s&iidsa composed in prose. Because

of its formal and linguistic qualities, van Buitenen considers it very ancient, deriving

168 Sir Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, New Edition
(1995) Greatly Enlarged and Improved (Delni: Motilal Banarsidass, 1995), 256.

169 The name Vasusena has an intriguing association with the Vedic Vasus, a
group of eight gods. Bhisma is said to be an incarnation of one of the Vasus, Dyaus,

"Sky," and Karna and Bhisma are related in significant ways emphasized by

mythological references that the audience was expected to notice (see Chapter Three).

10 Paasya (1.3); Ghogsayitrd (3.224-244); Kundalahara (3.284-294); Yanasmdhi
(5.46-69).



"from some old Vedic brahmin lore."'7! Certainly, the unusual form emphasizes its
bizarre and mysterious contents. In the tale, the student Uttanka, having completed his
Vedic studies, repeatedly requests his teacher to assign an appropriate guru daksina,
"teacher’s fee." At last the guru tells him to go to the queen of King Pausya and obtain her
earrings. Uttanka ventures forth on his quest. Along the way he meets an oversized man
riding an oversized bull. "Uttanka, eat my bull's dung!"” commands the imposing man.
Overcoming his reluctance, Uttarika eats some of the bull's dung and drinks its urine.
Shortly thereafier, he enters the chambers of Pausya's queen but is unable to find her, for
the queen cannot be seen by anyone in an unclean state. Uttanka ritually purifies himself
and the queen becomes visible. She gives him the requested earrings with the warning
that they are desired by the great niga Taksaka, the very snake who had bitten King
Pariksit. Sure enough, while Uttarika is on his way back to his guru's ashram, Taksaka
uses his power of m3ya4, "illusion,” to take the form, alternately visible and invisible, of a
naked samnyasin. When Uttanka puts down the earrings for a moment, the samnyasin
scizes them, drops his disguise, and disappears into a fissure in the ground with Uttarnka
in pursuit. After a series of symbolically charged encounters, Uttarika persuades Taksaka
to surrender the plunder. Later, Uttarika's guru reveals the occult meanings of his
adventures. Uttarika gains kaowledge of many remarkable things, among them that the
dung he had eaten was the Elixir of Immortality. The oversized man was Indra in

disguise; he had given Uttarika the dung-elixir so that he would not perish in the nigas’

171 van Buitenen, ed. and trans., The Mahabharata, Vol. 1, 2.
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underground kingdom. Uttarika leaves his guru and journeys to Hastinapura. There he
advises King Janamejaya to wreak vengeance on Pariksit's killer by immolating Taksaka
in a Snake Sacrifice.

The story of Uttarika and the earrings, with significant variations, is told again in
Asvamedhikaparvan, the Horse Sacrifice, the book that brings the Mahabhirata full circle
(see Chapter Five). In this episode Krsna grants Uttaiika a vision of his divine form, the
avatara’s final theophany. The repetition of the symbolic tale, particularly in the context
of Krsna's theophany, argues against the view that the two stories are haphazard
insertions. Let us see how Uttarika, the elixir, Indra, the nether world, nigas, the earrings,
and Karna (who, snake-like, sheds his congenital golden "skin") are continued in
Aranyakaparvan.

As the twelve-year exile is nearing its end, Karna, to please Duryodhana,
proposes an expedition to the forest to observe the humiliated Pandavas and gloat over
their wretchedness.!’? The plan is foiled, however, when celestial Gandharvas, friends of
the Pandavas, defeat Duryodhana, take him prisoner and bring him before the Pandavas.
Yudhisthira admonishes the humiliated prince before setting him free. Mortified,
Duryodhana sinks into a black depression and determines to fast unto death, despite
Kama's attempts to hearten him. In this dejected condition, Duryodhana has a strange
experience: demons usher him to the nether world. There they tell him that they have

devised a means to counteract his fear of Arjuna: the soul of a slain demon, Naraka by

172 Ghosayatra, the Cattle Expedition (3.224-243).
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name, has entered Kama's body in order to kill Arjuna.!” A reinvigorated Duryodhana is
then returned to the spot where he had been fasting; he thinks it all has been a dream. Yet
Karna, we are told, "with the inner soul of Naraka possessing his mind and spirit,"!’* now
renews his vow to Duryodhana to kill Arjuna. Was it a dream? Has Kama been
possessed by the asura Naraka? The narrative reveals nothing further; but more details
about Naraka are disclosed later, in Udyogaparvan. Naraka, it seems, had stolen from the
goddess Aditi, mother of the devas, her divine earrings that had emerged from the
primordial Elixir. The devas had appealed to Krsna for help. Krsna attacks Naraka's
impregnable city, slays the demon, retrieves the earrings, and returns them to Aditi's
heaven.

The stories of Uttanika and Naraka emphasize the divinely precious value of the
jewels, desired by humans, demons, and gods. Having emerged from the Elixir, the
golden kupdalas are a condensation of that substance of immortality for which the gods
and demons have fought since the churning of the Ocean of Milk at the dawn of creation.
The development of the motif, then, calls attention to Karna's role as a representative
human individual, the ultimate battleground upon which the forces of heaven and hell are

forever in conflict.

173 yac ca te 'ntargatam vira bhayam arjuna sambhavam
tatrapi vihito 'smabhir vadhopayo 'fjunasya vai
hatasya narakasyatma karna miirtim upasritah (3.240.18-19)
174 karno 'py avista cittatma narakasyantar atmana
arjunasya vadhe kriiram akarot sa matim tads (3.240.32)



Narrative Strategies: the sidtss Karna and Samjaya

Repetition, framing, foreshadowing, allusion, motifs, symbolism, mythological
references are among the rhetorical devices used throughout the eighteen parvans to
weave the character of Kama into the Mahabharatds net. They alert the audience to
Kama's central importance, provoke sympathy for the lonely hero, rouse curiosity, and
develop dramatic tension. Karna's centrality is made explicit in the elegant narrative
structure of Udyogaparvan. Here, as nowhere else in the stihdsa, the andience is directed
to pay attention to what the text does, for its segments are engaged in a dynamic
discourse that is expanded rhetorically and symbolically far beyond the immediate events
of the parvan.

The Effort is a book of revelations. Here Krsna reveals to Karna the secret of his
solar birth. Here Bhisma reveals that Prince Sikandin is the key to Bhisma's
vulnerability. Here Krsna manifests his divinity before the Kaurava court.

Udyogaparvan is also a book of fateful cheices: in the face of war, Arjuna chooses the aid
of Krsna alone; Duryodhana prefers Krsna's army. Duryodhana refuses peace by yielding
to Yudhisthira even a pinprick of land. Kama refuses to unite with his Pandava brothers.
Bhisma agrees to lead the Kaurava army and Karna refuses to fight while Bhisma lives.
Salya pledges to fight on the Kauravas' side but to undermine Karna. The revelations and
decisions of "The Effort” are a culmination of what has gone before and prelude to all
that is to come. The parvan begins directly after the marriage of Arjuna's son Abhimanyu

and Uttara, parents-to-be of Pariksit. It ends as the two great armies assemble for war.
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Early on in the following book, Bhismsparvan, comes the climax of the Mahabharata, the
Bhagavadgita, which Udyogaparvan anticipates, and after which all is battle and
denouement. In the rising and falling action of the Jtzhasa, this fifth book is all ascent.

The very name of the parvan is enigmatic: udyoga, "strenuous effort.” Whose
effort is indicated? To what end is that effort? The greatest effort appears to be Krsna's
embassy to the Kaurava court to sue for peace. Yet Krsna as avatdra is committed to the
necessity of war, for the Kuruksetra battle has been divinely foreordained. Udyoga also
means "active preparation,” and indeed the ambiguous conflation of efforts for peace and
preparations for war characterizes this fifth parvan Udyogaparvanis a complex and
condensed presentation of a crucial ethical dilemma: how can the horrendous holocaust
of the impending war be justified? That dilemma necessarily raises issues of dharma,
dea.th, fate, and human initiative, but behind all these a more profound question,
suggesting that the "yoga" in udyoga may anticipate the yoga taught by Krsna in the
approaching Bhagavadgiti. That question centers upon the condition of the isolated
individual in the dawning kal/iyuga and the necessity of bhakti To whom is bhakti
accessible? For whom is it possible? Udyogaparvan addresses the question through two
members of the séZtz class: Samjaya and Karna. (The si@fas and varpa, "class” or "caste,”
will be discussed in Chapter Three.)

Udyogaparvan announces its pivotal position in the total structure of the
Mahabharata not only by anticipating what is to come but also by evoking and clarifying

carlier passages. As noted above, Adiparvar's very first adhyaya abruptly flashes
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forward to the end of the battle, and to Dhrtarastra’s dark laments over what has passed;
each of his bitter memories closes with the refrain, "Then, Samjaya, I lost hope of
victory."'75 In Udyogaparvan, Samjaya, returning to Hastinapura from his embassy to the
Pandavas, reports Arjuna's dire predictions of the coming war. Those predictions closely
resemble Dhrtarastra's memories, and each ends with the refrain, "Then the son of
Dhrtarastra shall rue the war."!'7¢ The two grimly poetic passages resonate over the
itihasa like a single dirge.

Udyogaparvan also repeats some of Adiparvar's more intriguing lines, discussed
earlier. Their repetition here illuminates their presence in Adiparvan as a kind of advance
echo and ominous foreshadowing. In Udyogaparvan, it is Krsna who speaks them:

Wrathful Suyodhana!7 is the great tree, Karna the trunk, Sakuni its

branches, Duhsisana the abundant fruits and flowers, the root unwise King
Dhrtarastra.

Righteous Yudhisthira is the great tree, Arjuna the trunk, Bhimasena its
branchss, the sons of Madri the abundant fruits and flowers, and the root is
the brahman and the brahmins. 178

This remérkableimageoftwou'e&sthatareasingleueecommunimbothm

evident dichotomy and a calculated similarity between the celestial (the Pandavas and

175 ada nasamse vijayaya samjaya (1.1.102-157(

176 tada yuddham dhartaristro 'nvatapsyat (5.47.14-60)

177 Suyodhana, "fighting well,” is an epithet of Duryodhana, "fighting

malevolently,” and another play on apparent dualities.

178 syyodhano manyumayo mahadrumah; skandhah karmah sakunis tasya sakhah
duhsasanah puspaphale samrddhe; mulam raja dhrtaréistro ‘manist
yudhisthiro dharmamayo mahadrumah; skandho 'rjuno bhimaseno 'sya $akhah
madriputrau puspaphale samrddhe; millam tv aham brahma ca brahmanas ca
(5.29.4546)
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Krsna) and the terrestrial (the Kauravas and Kama). It reinforces the /ghasd’s tendency
towards ethical complexity and ambiguity. Udyogaparvan highlights that ambiguity by
suggesting both physical and philosophical parallels to the Bhagavadgita. In the physical
(terrestrial) image, §alya and Kama in one chariot are posed against Krsna and Arjuna in
another (to be discussed in Chapter Five). In the metaphysical (celestial) parallel,
stitaputra, "stta's son,"” Karna and sitaputra Samjaya are the antipodes.!”?

Udyogaparvan prepares the reader for the Bhagavadgit3's central teaching of
bhakti, devotion to Vismy/Krsna, by establishing a dichotomy between Duryodhana's
philosophy of life bom of his titanic egoism, and humble Samjaya's simple devotion to
Krsna. Duryodhana cxpresses that philosophy in an angry speech to his father, spurred
by what the prince secs as craven capitulation to Krsna couched in reverently courteous
niceties masking the king's blind terror. Duryodhana insists adamantly that there is no
cause to fear that th= Pandavas will be invincible, even if the gods join them. The gods
are gods precisely because they ignore human sentiment, claims the prince. The gods
never are motivated by desire or greed, compassion or hatred, as are humans; they
concern themselves exclusively with divine affzirs. Therefore, reasons Duryodhana,

when it comes to acting in the worid, his own human power is greater than the power of

79 A number of parallels to the Bhagavadgita are woven throughout the narrative.
One, remarked upon by Shulman and Ramanujan appears directly before Udyogaparvan,
in the comical scene in Virataparvan when Arjuna, disguised as a eunuch, acts as
charioteer to young prince Uttara in a fight with cattle-raiding Kauravas. See Shulman,
King and Clown, 262; A. K. Ramanujan, "Repetition in the Mahabhairata," in Essays on
the Mahabhararta, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 426.
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the indifferent gods; he will defeat the Pandavas and their allies simply because he is a
stronger and wiser man than any of them.!%

Duryodhana does not deny the existence of the gods, only their relevance to life in
the world. He privileges power above human sentiments and cannot conceive of a divine
sort of love that is at once free of desire and materially efficacious. This speech of
Duryodhana's provides an insight into what it is about him that so magnetizes Kama.
Karna, unsure of his identity and his dbarma, is tom between an instinctive piety - he
prays daily to the Sun god -- and a bitter sense of being abandoned and alone in the
universe. Karna is attracted to Duryodhana at [east partially because Dhrtarastra's son
exhibits such self-confident individualism; however sitaputra Kama, not his spoiled and
arrogant ksatriya prince, is the narrative's single truly isolated individual. In this respect,
Karna's antithesis is the sidtgputra Samjaya. To reinforce the parallel, Samjaya is
described in terms strongly evocative of Kama: when Samjaya retumns to Dhrtarastra's
court after his peace mission, the "sitaputra” jumps off his chariot "wearing his
carrings."'8! Because nothing ever is said about Samjaya's earrings, their mention here
serves to setup a p@llel with Karna that will be developed further.

As ambassador from Dhrtarastra to the Pandavas, Samjaya is prepared for the role

he will perform during the Kuruksetra war as Dhrtaristra’s eyes and Vyisa's surrogate

180 5.60
181 5.46.14
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voice.'®22 Samijaya is the personification of the ideal sizfs, the king's charioteer and
personal helper, well versed in ksatriya lore and the warrior’s code of honor, ready to give
advice when asked or to preach a sermon when he sees his chariot fighter flag in
performing his duty. Dhrtarastra’s blindness prevents him from going to the battlefield,
so Samjaya performs his siita ‘s role within the confines of the court and as the king's
messenger. His loyalty to Dme is paired with a blistering honesty; Samjaya
tirclessly attempts to convince Dhrtarastra of the folly of going to war with the Pandavas
and Krsna. At one point in Udyogaparvan, Dhrtaréstra solicits his sifzds frank assessment
of' the two armies: which will succeed and which perish? Samjaya asks for witnesses to
be present so that he may speak without fear. Vyasa app;aars out of nowhere - a sure
sign that something important is at stake — and instructs Samjaya to reply fully to the
question. Samjaya's answer focuses upon the divinity of Krsna:

The Supreme Person, Janirdana, sets in motion the earth, the middie

regions, and heaven, as if in play. ... Hari, although he rules the entire

world, undertakes acts as if he were merely a powerless peasant. Thus

Kesava deceives the worlds by the magic of yoga, but men who surrender
to him are not deceived. 83

182 Samjaya describes the gift he has been given by Vyasa in Bhismaparvam. By
Vyasa's grace, he tells Dhrtarastra, "I have obtained unsurpassed divine knowledge, 1
have vision beyond the range of the senses, O king, and hearing from afar, and
knowledge of others' thoughts, of things past and to come, and awareness of prodigious
occurrences, and the ability to move through the cthereal regions. By the gift of that
great soul's boon, | am impervious to weapons in battle.”

yasya prasadid divyam me priptam jiiinam anuttamam

drstis catindriya rdjan diirdic chravanam eva ca

paracittasya vijiianam atitinfigatasya ca

vyutthitotpattivijiianam @kise ca gatih sada

sastrair asango yuddhesu varadanidn mahatmanah (6.16. 6—9)
183 prthivim cantariksam ca divam ca purusottamah
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"Where there is Krsna, there is victory,"” declares Samjaya.'®* Dhrtarastra asks Samjaya
how it is that he recognizes Krsna as the Lord of the Universe while he, the king, does
not. What is the bhakti by virtue of which he has that knowledge? "I do not cherish
illusion,” replies Samjaya. "I do not practice dharma wrongly. Being purified by bhakts,
I know Janardana from the sacred teachings." 185

Free from the maya, "illusion,” that imprisons the king and king's son, certain of
his role in life as councilor and charioteer, loyal, simple, and pious, Samjaya is a type of
model devotee. Karna is loyal, but he has devoted himself to substantiating
Duryodhana's illusions. If his role as councilor befits a sita, his ksatriya ambitions do
not. Yudhisthira refers to hlm as "councilor Kamna ... whose guidance that dolt
Suyodhana follows,"1%¢ but the relationship of Duryodhana and Karna is symbiotic.
Kama indulges Duryodhana's dark fancies; Duryodhana supplies a philosophy of life for
Kama to follow. In one of Udvogaparvar's most gripping scenes,!8’ when Krsna

attempts to draw Karna to the side of the Pandavas, the side favored by the gods, he

vicestayati bhutatma kridann iva janardanah (5.66.10)

iSann api mahayogi sarvasya jagato harih

karmany arabhate kartum kinasa iva durbalah

tena vaiicayate lokan mayayogena kesavah

ye tam eva prapadyante na te muhyanti manavah (5.66.14-15)
18 yatah krsnas tato jayah (5.66.9)
185 gavalgane tra ka bhaktir ya te nitya janardane

yaya tvam abhijdnasi triyugam madhusiidanam

mayam na seve bhadram te na vrthadharmara acare

suddhabhivam gato bhaktya sastrad vedmi janardanam (5.67.4-5)

The reference here to s3stras claiming Krsna's divinity is worth noting.
186 karno "'matyah kusali tita kac cit; suyodhano yasya mando vidheyah (5.23.13)
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appeals to Kamna on a purely human level, manifesting not a hint of his divinity. Kama in
turn refuses to change sides for the thoroughly human reason that the sifza Adhiratha and
his wife Radha took him in and cared for him out of the goodness of their hearts,
saubardit.'®® Such good-heartedness is the closest thing to love that Karna ever has
known, and Krsna offers him nothing more: "You speak to me out of good-heartedness,
suhrdan," says Kamna, but this sudden kindness is not sufficient to weaken his sworn
loyalty. (Krsna's temptation of Kamna before the Kuruksetra battle will be discussed
further in Chapter Five.)

The parallels established in Udyogaparvan between Samjaya and Kama suggest
that bhakti simply may not be avzilable to everyone. Samjaya possesses bhakti because
of his pure and simple heart; he is the true bAhakta. Arjuna receives bhaktiall but
unwittingly because Krsna requires Arjuna's devotion in order to fulfill his mysterious
purposes. However, Krsna conceals his true nature from Kama, choosing to encounter
him man-to-man, as it were. Kama rises nobly to the occasion, yet the audience knows
that he is being tricked. At the close of their conversation, Krsna asks Kama to see to it
that the battle starts in precisely seven days, on the new moon, the Day of Indra. Kama
complies, and it is he who orders messengers into the Kaurava camp crying, "The Yoke
before sunrise!” on the day dedicated to the god who has stripped him of his
invulnerability, of his elixir-born kundalas. That Karna orders the "yoke," yoga (another

nuance of the parvan’s name) is all the more poignant for the fact that he, the greatest

187 5.23.
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archer of the land, has vowed not to fight in the battle. The rivalry between Kama and
Bhisma has made it impossible for cither to countenance fighting side-by-side with the
other. When Bhisma is consecrated marshal of Duryodhana's army, Kama makes a
promise: "While the son of the Ganges is alive I will not fight in any way whatsoever,"
"naham yotsye."'®® As the armies march out on the Day of Indra, Kamna remains behind,
alone and unarmored. !%

In Udyogaparvan, the structure of the Mahabhirata's net becomes fully illumined,
the facets of the jewels at the interstices begin to display radiantly their intricate
reflections, and everywhere is the face of Karna. And where Karna is, so too is Arjuna,
for they are the trunk(s) of the great terrestrial/celestial tree(s). Udyogaparvan's second
adhydya is the Bhagavadgita. The chapter opens with Samjaya rushing into the presence
of Dhrtarastra to announce that Bhisma has fallen. Loud and clear behind these lines is
the unspoken announcement that Karna at last will fight, on the tenth day of the eighteen-
day war. At the blind king's urging, Samjaya then recapitulates all that has occurred
leading up to the fall of Prtimaha, "Grandfather,” Bhisma. He describes that first fateful
morming when, with the two armies facing one another, brother against brother, cousin
against cousin, father against son, Arjuna has lost heart, lay down his bow, and declared

to his charioteer — in words nearly identical to Kama's — "I will not fight," na yotsye.!9!

188 5.139.5

189 ndham jivati gingeye yotsye rijan katham cana (5.153.25

190 The similarities here between Kama and Achilles cannot go unmentioned.
1916249
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These, then, are but a few examples of that "grid of conventions” upon which and
against which the Mahabhdrata operates. The complex shape of the stihasa attests to a set
of tacit agreements between a highly competent narrator and a highly competent audience
that is capable of experiencing the Mahabharata as a whole, as a written text, and of
tasting its zzsa. In the following chapter, I will discuss how the Mahabharata takes up,
explores, and complexifies the themes of varna, kula, and dharma through the character

- of Kamna.
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Chapter Three

Upholding the Self: Class, Lineage, and Kama
Arjuna’s "ns yotsye,” "1 will not fight," prompts the Bhagavadgita Kama's

"ndham yotsye," "1 will not fight,” is unchallenged. Thus, the Kaurava troops assemble
on the Kuru field without the mighty warrior who had called Duryodhana's troops to the
yoke. He is not there when the two armies face one another. He is absent when Arjuna
renounces his ksatriya dharma and lays down his bow. Kama is not there when both
armics wait while the royal charioteer, the divine sita, disputes Arjuna’s declaration,
reveals to his friend their human-divine twin-ship as Nara-Narayana, and delivers the
itihasd's central teaching on dharma, the EMgavadgiﬁ For ten days Karna is alone,
tormented, perhaps, by the demon whose name, Naraka, seems an ironic play on Nara-
Narayana. Narakais a word for hell, the hell-on earth, bhaumam narakam, to which
souls in the cycles of ignorance return life after life.!2 Here may be the referent to which
Kama's possession points. Kamna is a fragmented being caught in a hellish conflict
between his svabhava, inherent nature, and the svadharma imposed by his sizta parents.

| Pledged in friendship to incarnate Kali, he is 2 man of the ka/f yuga, excluded from the
twilight privileges enjoyed by his brothers who are lcad by incarnate Visnu from an age
of partial truth into the age of dark ignorance. The Mah3bhirata addresses an audience
many centuries into the age of Kali; as such, Kama is their, our, representative. The

itihasd's comprehensive exploration of dharma is nowhere more acutely focused than in



110

this unknowing son of the Sun. This chapter will take up some of the issues of dharma
that the seihasa addresses through Kama. Dharnma will be examined specifically in
relation to ku/a, "family," and varpa, “class.” Kama is kept ignorant of his ku/a and his
varpa until he has constructed for himself an identity impossible to abandon. Kama is
indeed a lost soul; not knowing himself, his is a lifelong struggle to know his "self.”

"All in all, one would probably prefer to have a self," begins David Shulman in
his stunning analysis of the story of Nala, which is told to Yudhisthira during the twelve-
year exile as part of his "education” in selfhood and kingship. Shulman continues:

Something minimally integrated and not wholly discontinuous, where

memory, or its more powerful and personal multiform, forgetting, could

reside. Something to hide and veil, if need be, in the interests of

preserving ultimacy in some residual, individual form. Even a fictive self

might do — for however quixotic the investment in this nebulous entity,

the anxiety attendant on denying its existence is, for most of us, surely

worse. !9
Nala, with his addiction to dicing and consequent loss of -- and salvation through -- his
wife, Damayanti, is a mirror of sorts for Yudhisthira. The Nalopakhyana, "Story of
Nala," is also a condensation of the themes that are the itihdsd's overall concerns: the
divided self, human agency and fate, the possibility of real self-knowledge — all of which

are implicated in the individual's search to know and manifest svadharma.'?¢ Nala is

fragmented when he is possessed by the asura Kali; he is brought back to himself through

192 This process of transmigration is described by Yayati in 1. 81-88.
193 David Dean Shulman, "On Being Human in the Sanskrit Epic: The Riddle of
-Nala," Journal of Indian Philosophy 22 (March 1994): 1.
194 The "ultimacy"” of unified selfhood is, of cousrse, the union of self and Self:
moksa.
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the agencyv of his wife, Damayanti, as the Pandavas are saved from slavery to incarnate
Kali, Duryodhana, by Draupadi. Karna's choice of friendship with Kali-Duryodhana,
and, we shall see, his rejection by Draupadi, trap him in the hell-on-earth, naraka, of
those who know neither themselves nor what they know.

Dharma, says P. V. Kane, is one of those words "that defy all attempts at an exact
rendering in English or any other tongue."1%5 However, its centrality is everywhere
affirmed. Says the Taittiriya Aranyaks:

Dharma is the foundation of the whole universe. In this world people go

unto a person who is best versed in dharma for guidance. By means of

dharma one drives away evil. Upon dharma everything is founded.

Therefore, dharma is called the highest good.!%¢
What, then, is dharma? In its traditional sense, dharma is essentially varndsramadharma,
"“the privileges, duties and obligations of a man, his standard of conduct as a member of
the Aryan community, as a member of one of the castes [ varnas] as a person in a
particular stage of life [Zsrama]."'7 However, the word is subtle, slippery, multifaceted.

Manu defines dharma as that which is "constantly followed and assented to in the heart

195 Pandurang Vaman Kane, History of Dharmasastra, Vol. I, Part I(Poona:
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1968), 1. Consult Patrick Olivelle, The Asrama
System: The History and Hermencutics of & Religious Institution (New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1993).

196 Tajttiriya Aranyaka 10.79; Cited in: Ainslie T. Embree, Sources of Indian
Tradition, Vol. 1: From the Beginning to 1800 (New York: Columbia University Press,
1988), 217.

197 Pandurang Vaman Kane, History of Dharmasistra, Vol. Il, Part I, translated by
J. P. Sinha (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1974), 3.
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by learned men, good men who have neither hatred nor passion."'? One suspects that
Manu intends to imply how uncommon is the man without passion or preference, how
rare the man who follows dharma Certainly one would look far for the man who knows
in his heart the labyrinth of rules that is the Manusmrtz, "Laws of Manu."”

Van Buitenen translates dharma uniformly as a capitalized "Law," not because
"Law" is adequate or appropriate, he allows, but in order that the scholarly reader may
recognize the original word and keep track of the vast scope of its meanings - "and there
is hardly a concept more fundamental to the epic."'?? Wilhelm Halbfass looks for
dharma’s essence in its root, dlir, “to uphold,” and the derivatives dhirana, "upholding,”
and dharya, that which "is to be upheld." Dharma refers to a "reciprocity of upholding,”
says Halbfass. It is "that upholding which is incumbent on qualified men, but it is also
the condition under which such upholding is possible. It protects its protectors. ... Those
who fulfill their dharma uphold the condition which upholds them."™° Krsna tells the
despondent Arjuna that his dharma is to act "while looking only to what holds together
the world."20! The reciprocal action, then, of "upholding” or "holding together” implics
an agent who knows his dharma and is himself "held together," in possession of a unified

self.

198 Wendy and Brian K. Smith Doniger, trans. and eds., The Laws of Manu (New
York: Penguin Books, 1991), 17.

19 J A.B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., 7he Mzhabharata, Vol. I: The Book of
Beginnings (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), xli.

200 Wilhelm Halbfass, /ndia and Europe: An Essay in Understanding (New York:
State University of New York Press, 1988), 318-19.

201 jokasamgraham evapi sampasyan kartum arhasi (6.25.20)
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Dharma is central to the juhisd's discourse; the meaning and application of the
concept is wrestled with throughout the eighteen parvans. Arjuna is instructed in
fulfilling his ksstriya dharma — an enterprise that demands from him an unquestioning
obedience and leads to terrible violence. Yudhisthira is instructed, all but endlessly, on
what his rija dharma demands — an enterprise to which he only reluctantly agrees.2?2 For
Arjuna and Yudhisthira the challenge is deceptively straightforward: they must leamn to
assume the duties and privileges conferred by birth into a particular varma. The fact is,
however, that by the time of the events described in the Mahabharata, the four original
varnas, created, as the Rgveda famously recounts, with the very first sacrifice of the
primordial Purusa, 3°3 have become thoroughly intermixed. Yet, the very foundation of
dharma includes the correct relationship between the four varpas along with the correct
relationship between the "three worlds" -- the "triple world,” traf/lokya, consisting of the
heavenly abode of the gods, the nether world of the asuras, and the earth. When anything
goes wrong on earth, the relationship between the three worlds is damaged. Because they

are the gods' elder brothers, the asuras are always stronger than the gods, so much so that

202 In fact, as Brockington notes, it is svmptomatic of the Mah3bharatd's approach
to dharma that Yudhisthira, referred to as Dharmaraja, King Dharma, is the least decisive
of the five brothers, as Draupadi is quick to point out on various occasions. John
Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 242.

203 "His mouth became the Brahmin; his arms were made into the Warrior
[ksatriya), his thighs the People [ vaisyas], and from his feet the Servants [ sizdras] were
bomn." (Rgveda 10.90.12), in: Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty, The Rig Veda (New York:
Penguin Books, 1981), 31.
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dharma is drawn repeatedly towards disintegration.?%¢ As recounted in the
Mahabharata?*’ the asuras are forever attempting to drive the gods out of heaven by
taking hold of the earth, becoming powerful ksatriyas and causing disorder. When the
Earth, Bhimi, becomes overburdened with these human-born demons, she appeals to
Brahma for relief. Then Brahma commands the other gods to take birth with a portion of
themselves. Most importantly, he sends Visnu to earth as the avazira. Then comes a
great destruction. The powerful Bhrgu Parasurama, says Vaisampayana, fulfilling
Brahma's will, already has had cause to clear the earth of ksatr7yas twenty-one times
over. Each time, the surviving kssfriya women mated with brahmin men, thereby
revitalizing the warrior class, and establishing a practice of varpa intermixture down
through the generations.

The ancient writers on dharmasastra strove mightily to account for the
bewildering ramifications of the four varnas spoken of in the Rgveda. The sé'stmsare
unanimous that the numerous classes found in the country resulted from the unions of
males of various varnas with women of different varnas20¢ The Mahabharata is
concerned with this issue, and addresses it by raising the question of the inherent
relationship between conduct and birth. How important is conduct? Can it modify

varpd? To what extent is conduct influenced by varna? How important isku/s, "lincage?"

204 Madeleine Biardeau, "Some Remarks on the Links between the Epics, the
Puranas and Their Vedic Sources," in Studies in Hinduism, ed. Gerhard Oberhammer
(Wein: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1997), 75-76.

205 | .58.

206 Kane, Vol. II, Part I, 50.
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Some of the AMahabharatd's didactic passages suggest that conduct is most important, as
in the dialogue between of the brahmin and the hunter, where the assertion is that when a
man, even a sidra, abides by righteousness he lays claim to brahminhood.2?” However,
such assertions are primarily theoretical. In the stihisa's "relentless, bleak vision"2%8 of
reality, the truth is far more complex. The Pandavas, for instance, are especially sensitive
to their class purity and its privileges. They cannot countenance Arjuna stooping to fight
sutaputra Kama, they see no wrong in arranging for a lowly Mis3da woman and her five
sons to be burnt alive in the lacquer house in order to save their own ksatriya lives,2”® nor
do they balk at Drona's request for the Nisada Ekalavya's thumb in order to protect

Arjuna's ksatriya superiority and amour propre.

The Earthly Origins

On the battlefield, a disheartened Arjuna expresses to Krsna his grave concerns
about the evil caused by the destruction of family, kula ksayakrtam dosam. The
destruction of eternal family laws, ku/a dharmah sanatanah, he says, results in the
corruption of family women, kula striyah, and then class miscegenation, varns
samkarah 210 Issues of kula dharma and varpa dharma are significant themes in the
iuhasd's multivocal discourse, and particularly as concemns the blurring of lines between

ksatriyas and brahmins. The martial teachers of the Pandavas, Krpa and Drona, are

207 3.203.10-12

208 The adjectives are David Shulman's. David Dean Shulman, "Towards a
Historical Poetics of the Sanskrit Epics,” lnternational Folkiore Review 8 (1991): 11.

209 1.124-38.
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brahmins who have taken up weapons. On two occasions, to be discussed below, the
Pandavas disguise themselves as brahmins. Now, according to the dharmasastras, one
kind of varna samkara, "intermixture of castes,” is considered to be in the natural order of
things. A woman may marry a man of a higher varna. When the ksatriya women mate
with brahmin men after one of Parasurama's periodic destructions, the union is
considered anuloma, "with the grain,” whereas the union of a woman with a man of lower
caste is considered prati/oma, "against the grain." Chapter Ten of Manusmrti details the
classes that result from pratiloma unions, and all of them are considered outside the
traditional four-class hierarchy of brahmins, ksatryas, vaisyas and siidras. Members of
these groups, says Manu, can be recognized by their own "innate activities,"?!! whether
they reveal or attempt to conceal their identities. The union of a brahmin woman with a
ksatriya man produces the sifta, the class to which Kama believes he belongs. In this
light, then, let us turn to Yayati. His is a complex and subtle tale, befitting the progenitor
of the kulas, both noble and base, that populate Bharatavarsa, the land of the descendants
of King Bharata, including the AMahabharatd s main characters.2!2

The complexities of the lineages originating from Yayati are introduced in
Adiparvan, and are a narrative strategy that prepares the audience for the juhdsd's
examination of class and family through its main characters, particularly Karna, whose

confused parentage is developed as a central theme. Yayiti's story calls into question the

210 6.23.39-41. (Bhkagavadgita 1.39-41)
211 Doniger, The Laws of Manu, 240.
212 1.70-80
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caste "purity” of the Pandavas and Kauravas, and of the ksafriya class in general at the
time of the events the 7tzhasa describes. In ages past, relates Vaisampayana to
Janamejaya, in the on-going feud between devas and asuras, the gods had chosen
Brhaspati as their priest, and the demons had chosen as theirs Sukra Usanas Kavya.
Sukra, a powerful Bhrgu brahmin (see Chapter Two), possesses the knowledge of
revivification, giving the demons a tremendous advantage over the gods. The devas
request Brhaspati's son Kaca to study with Sukra and attempt to gain his secret
knowledge, but the asuras discover Kaca's identity and kill him. Meanwhile, Sukra's
daughter, Devayani, has fallen in love with Kaca. She pleads with her father to restore
his life. The young man is revived by Sukra's occult knowledge, only to be killed once
again by the asuras. This time the demons grind up Kaca and slip his remains into
Sukra's wine. When Sukra learns what he has drunk, he realizes that he will split wide
open and die if Kaca is brought back to life; there is no solution but to reveal the precious
secret of revivification to the man inside him. Then, when Kaca explodes from Sukra's
stomach he is able in turn to revivify the priest. Kaca, now in possession of Sukra's
knowledge, is ready to return to his home among the devas, but Devayani confesses her
love and pleads with him to marry her. Kaca refuses the girl on grounds of dharma. He
is Devayani's brother, he says, since he has emerged from the belly of her father. When

Devayani is unable to shake his resolution, she curses Kaca that his magic will never be
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successful. Kaca in tumn curses Devayini that her desire never will be fulfilled, for no
brahmin ever will take her hand.213

Some time after Kaca's departure, brahmin Devayani is conversing with the
ksatriya princess éarmisthﬁ, the daughter of the asura king Vrsaparvan, in whose
dependence is Sukra, Devayani's father. Devayani insists on her superiority as a brahmin
by birth. Sarmistha retorts witheringly that a priest must beg and flatter to gain his living
from a king, and proceeds to throw the brahmin girl into a well, where she abandons her.
Fortuitously, King Yayiti rides by, discovers Devayini, and offers his right hand to pull
her out of the well. She rushes off to her father and insists that to pay for her cruel deed,
the asura princess must become her slave. Later, when Devayini and the enslaved
Sarmistha are out in the woods, Yayiti again rides by. Devayani confronts him and
insists that since he once had taken her by the right hand he is bound to marry her.214
Like Yama and Kaca before him, the king resists what he judges a brazen proposal.
"From one body have sprung the four varmas.” he says, "their dharma and their purity
vary, but the brahmin is the best."2!5 Yayati will not marry a woman of a higher class.216

In the end, Devayani, whom Kaca cursed never to marry a man of her own brahmin

213 1.72.18-19

214 Taking a woman by the hand is an important part of the Vedic marriage
ceremony, signifying the woman's adoption into the realm of a man's property, as it were.
See Stephanie Jamison, Sacrificed Wife / Sacrificer's Wife: Women, Ritual, and
Hospitality in Ancient India (New York: Oxford University Press), 216, 224.

215 ekadehodbhava vamas catviro 'pi vardngane

prthag dharmih prthak saucis tesam tu brahmano varah (1.76.19)
. 216 Manu says that the "ritual of taking the bride by the hand is prescribed for
women of the same class.” 3.43, in Doniger, The Laws of Manu, 47.
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varpa, wins over the king and convinces her brahmin father to accept this prati/oma ,
"against the grain," marriage.2!’ Sukra agrees on one condition: Yayati never must sleep
with Sarmistha.

This sexual prohibition anticipates the inevitable: éarmig;hﬁ seduces Yayati. The
king begets five sons. The two bom from Devayani, Yadu and Turvasu, are legitimate
heirs to the throne but produced through a prafi/oma union and technically low-caste.
Sarmistha clandestinely bears Druhyu, Anu, and Piiru — illegitimate offspring but born
anuloma, "with the grain," and thus legitimate ksatriyas. Already the purity of Yayati's
kuls is compromised. Eventually the king's doubie life is exposed. Outraged, Sukra
curses Yayati to immediate old age, with one mitigating condition: Yayati may pass on
his decrepitude for a time to whomever will accept it. Beginning with the eldest, the king
pleads with each of his sons to assume the curse, promising to take back the old age after
a millennium. One by one, the sons refuse, cach thereby earning a curse — curses that
will be passed down for generations.

To Yadu, Devayani's firstborn, Yayati says: "You were born of my heart, but

because you will not give me your youth thére will be no share of the kingdom for you

217 The marriage of Bhargava Sukra's daughter Devayani to the ksatriya Yayati is
the only pratiloma marriage on record in brahminical literature. Alf Hiltebeitel,
"Reconsidering Bhrguization,” in Composing a Tradition: Concepts, Techniques and
Relationships, ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner (Zagreb: Croatian Academy of
Sciences and Arts, 1999), 162.
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and your descendents."2!¥ Upon Turvasu, the second son from Yayiti's prati/oma

marriage, Yayati calls a more terrible curse:

Turvasu, you were born of my heart, but because you will not give me

your youth, your descendants will face utter destruction. You, fool, will

be king over a people whose dharma and behavior are "against the grain,"

who eat meat, fornicate with their gurus' wives and with beasts. You will

rule over evil barbarians with the dharma of cattle.2!®
§armis;h§.’s eldest son, Druhyu, is cursed that as a non-4ksa#r7ya he and his line "will
acquire the title of Bhojas in a land where the only water conveyance is raft or ferry. 20
Anu, S'»armig,;hi’s second, is cursed to old age and ritual impurity: "Your descendants will
die in their youth, and you will violate the sacred fire."22! At last, the youngest, Piiru,
agrees to assume his father's curse. "My dear son,"” says Yayiti, "I am pleased with you,
and because of my pleasure I will grant that your descendants will succeed in all their

desires and rule the kingdom."222 Afler a thousand years, Yayati, sated with pleasure and

218 yat tvam me hrdayaj jato vayah svam na prayacchasi
tasmad ardjyabhak tata praja te vai bhavisyati (1.79.7)

219 yat tvam me hrday3j jato vayah svam na prayacchasi
asmat praja samucchedam turvaso tava yasyati
samkimécara dharmesu pratiloma caresu ca
pisitasisu cantyesu miidha r3ja bhavisyasi
guru daraprasaktesu tiryagyonigatesu ca
pasudharmisu papesu mlecchesu prabhavisyasi (1.79.11-13)

220 udupa plava samtdro yatra nityam bhavigyati
ardja bhojasambdam tvam tatravapsyasi sanvayah (1.79.19)

21 prajas ca yauvanaprapta vinasisyanty ano tava
agnipraskandana paras tvam capy evam bhavisyasi (1.79.23)

222 piiro prito 'smi te vatsa pritas cedam dadami te
sarvakamasamrddha te praja rajye bhavigyati (1.79.30)



120 a

Devayiini YAYATI Sarmistha

f [ | |
Yadn Turvasu Druhyu Am Plru
(Not to be Ksatriyas) (Yivanas) (Bhojas) (Mlecchas)

(Dharma) (Vayu) (In&m)

R




121

good to his word, rewards Piiru with youth and sovereignty over the central Indian
kingdom.

Yayati's eldest and youngest sons, Yadu and Piiru, father the lineages that will
come to dominate Bhiaratavarsa. Yadu, bom of a brahmin woman and a ksaf&r7ya man, is,
according to the dharmasastras, a sifta.2?® In the Yadava lineage are the Vrsnis, Krsna's
people; Krsna's role as Arjuna's charioteer seems an ironic nod to his siits lineage. Krsna
is, properly, a chieftain, not a king, a fact that will become mortally important at
Yudhisthira's rijasiaya, "Royal Consecration” (see below). Of the offspring of
éarmisthﬁ's two eldest sons, Druhyu's Bhojas are exiled to the backwaters, while Anu's
descendants are ritually impure. The worst curse of all is Turvasu's: his kul/a, the
Yavanas, are the mlccchas, "barbarian” Greeks and other westemers.22¢ Yet even the
blessed Paurava kuia of the youngest son, Puru, from which King Bhirata will be born
seventeen generations later, originates from an asura princess who is a king's concubine.

Both the Bhoja and Yadava ku/as come together in Kuntibhoja, the father of
Kunti. Kunti's sons bring the blood of exiles and sigtas into the kula of Piiru and Kuru.

Moreover, the Pandavas belong to the Kaurava ku/a only by convention. Their nominal

223 Kane notes that the Atharvaveda already attests to the sifta caste (AV 111.5.7).
Kane, Vol I, Part I, 43.

24 Bruce Lincoln has written a delightful analysis of Yayati's story. The
nineteenth British Orientalist Sir William Jones, it seems, took the claims of Indian
pandits that Westerners descended from Yayiti son Turvasu as a compliment, entirely
missing the densely coded and complex allusions of that story, thus misapprehending the
none too flattering intentions and the sly subtlety of his Indian interlocutors who
considered the British pratiloma miecchas, "against the grain barbarians.” Bruce Lincoln,
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father, Pandu, although he claims Kuru lineage, is the son of Ambalika, a princess from
Varanasi, and Vyisa, illegitimate son of Satyavati. By blood, through Kunti, the
Pandavas belong to the cursed lineages of Yadu and Druhyu. When Yudhisthira is
planning his Royal Consecration, Krsna makes a curious statement that appears to
confirm the vama samkara, "confusion of castes,” that has gone into forming
contemporary ksatriyas. Krsna refers to the tradition that Parasurama has destroyed the
ksatriya race many times over. From the remnants of the last destruction, says Krsna,
"comes that inferior order known as the ksatriyas. Their kula was determined by the
ksatriyas on the authority of their word, as you know, O Bull of the Bharatas."25 Krspa
indicates that the ksatr7yas of the present age can claim kgatriya purity only through their
“authority” — that is, through verbal assertions backed by strength of arms. These, then,
are the complex and polluted bloodlines of the Mahabhiratd's ksatriya characters. In this
context, Karna's manifest confusion about his varpa, kula, and dharma appears more
transparent and honest than his brothers’ arrogant, and baseless, claims to a pure lineage.
The general belief that Karna belongs to a base ku/s and varna causes Kama
intense suffering and humiliation. In particular, Bhisma and Draupadi seem to despise

Kama on account of his low birth, and the dynamics of Kama's relationships with these

Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology; and Scholarship (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1999), 192-206.
25 jamadagnyena rimena ksatram yad avasesitam
tasmad avarajam loke yad idam ksatrasamjilitam
krto 'yam kulasamkalpah ksatriyair vasudhadhipa
nidesavagbhis tat te ha viditam bharatarsabha
(2.13.2-3)
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two will be a focus of this chapter. Draupadi’s belief that Kama is a sifts influences her
behavior towards him, although in truth Kama belongs to the human Au/s of Draupadi's
five husbands. However, Kama belongs to another ku/a through his divine father, Suirya,
a kul/a Bhisma as well can claim. The following section will look beyond the narrative
proper to examine how the Mzhabharata includes Kama's paternal, solar ku/a in its net.
Thereafter, I will examine the stihdsa's focused exploration of varpa, kula, and dharma
through Karna's human relationships and friendships, which cannot be understood

adequately without reference to divine lineages.

The Solar Kuala: Vedic Origins

As discussed above, this dissertation assumes that the Mahabhiratds model
audience or interpretive community is highly literate; it is an audience whose narrative
competence renders it alert tor allusions to other literary traditions, including the Vedic
and upanisadic. Rather than assuming centuries of accretion during which mythic themes
and figures were interpolated into the Mahdbharata, we assume that the jtihasa’s author
was deliberately synthetic, drawing upon a rich tradition to add ever more texture and
complexity to the poem. Therefore, we may ask what the audience brought to the text in
the way of shared interpretive strategies. I follow Biardeau in granting, if only as a
hypothesis, that the /tihdsa has a single author who was a brahmin living in dependence
of a royﬂ court.226 This helps to account for the stihasd's double "frame," the ksatriya

sarpasattra, and the brahminical twelve-year session in the Naimisa forest. I contend that
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it is written for a model audience familiar with the ancient material and capable of
appreciating literary references to it. The Mahabharata, notes Barbara Gombach, "uses a
capacious notion of the Vedas... as a repository of treasured and ancient authority that
enables us to make sense of even the most unthinkable human events."22” Agreeing with
Gombach, and reading synchronically, from stihasa to myth, I will argue that Vedic tales
about the children of Stuirya provide a framework for understanding significant but at
times obscure dimensions of Karna's life, and the lives of other characters as well. I will
argue that this mythology is a crucial subtext in understanding the Mahabhdrata's
pragmatic exploration of Au/s and varna, and the adequacy of dharma to deal with life
situations.

The Mahidbharata presents itself as a "fifth Veda,” sprung from the mind of Krsna
Dvaipayana Vyidsa, himself a brahmarsi, a "seer of the brahman." The itihdsa opens with
a group of brahmins asking the siita Ugrasravas to recite Vyisa's work, now joined to the
collection of the four Vedas, which is "imbued with dharma and wards off all danger of
evil."22% In other words, at its very beginning the sjtihdsa presents itself first and foremost
as respected by a community of brahmins as a quasi-Vedic text that, in some essential

way, reveals the ultimate pattern of the cosmos and the proper place of human beings in

26 Biardeau, "Some Remarks," 87-88.
227'Barbara Gombach, "How Did the Sanskrit Makabhirata Become Old?" Paper
presented at the International Conference on the Mahabharata (Montreal: Concordia
University, May 18-20 2001).
28 vedai$ caturbhih samitam vyasasyadbhuta karmanah
samhitam Srotum icchAmo dharmyam papabhayapaham 1.1.19
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that pattern.22? However, the bard makes it clear that Vyasa's "Veda" is something new.
For one thing, while it is sanctioned by brahmins, it deals with £satriya stories and was
recited by the sita Vaisampayana to Janamejaya and men of arms like himself.23° The
siita claims for the stihasa the kind of mantric power proper to the sam#bitas - simply
hearing all or parts of the Mahabhirata brings long life, fame, and entrance to heaven.?!
Moreover, it is a "sacred Upanisad,” upanisadam punyam.>*? The Mahabhirata names
itself a very particular kind of Vedic work: it is the "Veda of Krsna," kdrspam vedam.233
This "Veda" is available not only to twice-born males, but to all members of society,
including women and sizdras. Thus, the stzhisa claims for itself an extraordinary
authority, permitting it to appropriate Vedic metaphors, teachings, philosophy, and
mythology, and to cast these in its own terms. The assumption of the narrative is that the
events recounted within it established a new social and political order, as well as a new
religious order, characteristic of the kalfage. This dissertation argues that the stihasa
appropriates Vedic mythology and gods, as well as upanisadic philosophy, in particular

the Upanisads valuation of renunciation of the world as a path to moksa, using itallasa

229 James L. Fitzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda: The Mahabharata's Presentation of
Itself,” in Essays on the Mahabhirata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 164.

20 James Fitzgerald points out how the jti&idsa cleverly portrays the discrepancy
in the interests of the two groups, the Naimisa sages and those present at Janamsjaya’s
snake sacrifice. The brahmins are shown as completely ignorant of the make-up of a
ksatriya army, aksaulupi, and when Ugrasravas mentions the cighteen aksauhinis that
fought in the Bharata war, the sages interrupt him and demand to know what an skssuhini
is. (1.2.13-19) ritzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda,” 164, note 26.

1 yas cemam Snuyan nityam arsam Sraddhasamanvitah

sa dirgham ayuh kirtim ca svargatim capnuyan narah (1.120.7)
£21.1.191
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pari of its great expioration of the dilemma of human beings lost in the dark ignorance
and attempting to comprehend self, world, and divinity.23¢ An exploration of the myriad
Vedic and upanisadic references in the Mahabharata is far beyond the scope of this
dissertation. However, beginning from the premise that such references are present, this
chapter will explore how the /tihisa carries out that appropriation through the character of
Karmna by bringing many conflicting viewpoints into play, studying their points of
congruence and tension, and usually failing to resolve them into any unilateral
position.23$

The Rgveda is a work by men about male concerns in a world dominated by men;
one of these concerns is women, who frequently appear in the hymns, not so much as
agents as troubling and dangerous objects.23¢ In the Mahabhdrata, women continue to be
troubling and dangerous, but now they are powerful agents, working behind the scenes,
initiating and manipulating events. Karna's solar ku/a helps to account for the significant

shift in attitudes towards women to which the Mahabharata attests. It also provides a

233 1.1.205

234 There are numerous instances in the Mahabharata devoted to the subject of
gaining salvation, moksa. Some, such as Sanatsujata's teaching to Dhrtarastra, teach a
monistic Vedantic philosophy. Other instances, notably the lengthy " moksa-dharma"
segment of Santiparvan, while decidedly upanisadic in flavor, advocate a dualistic
sa@mkhyan worldview in which matter, prakrt;, is distinct from soul, atman. 1 would argue
that each of these various sections demands to be read within its context if it is to be
integrated into the stihdsa’s wholeness.

235 Shulman, "Towards a Historical Poetics of the Sanskrit Epics,” 11-12.

336 See O'Flaherty, The Rig Veda, 245. For a comprehensive study of women in
ancient India consult: Stephanie Jamison, Sacrificed Wife / Sacrificer's Wife: Women,
Ritual, and Hospitality in Ancient India (New York: Oxford University Press); Stephanie
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reference point in coming to terms with Kama's troubled and troubling relationships with
Kunti and Draupadi, and helps to account for the behavior of these and other powerful
female characters.

Aditya, Siirya, Vivasvat, Martanda, and Savity are among the names of the Sun
god. In the Rgveda they refer to different aspects of the Sun, but in the /tihasa these
distinctions are blurred and the epithets are used interchangeably.?” The Sun is Aditya,
son of Aditi, primordial progenitress of the gods, whose Elixir-bomn golden earrings are
worn for a time by Kama (see Chapter Two). Aditi had eight sons; seven became
immortal, but Aditi threw the eighth, Martanda, aside, for he was bom an unformed
mass.?38 Later Martanda's brothers pare him down and shape him into the solar disc.?*?
Mairtanda means "sprung from a lifeless egg," a reference to miscarriage and mortality.240
Elsewhere the Rgveda identifies the parents of the Sun as Sky and Earth, Dyaus and

Prthivi,?*! another lineage to which the Mahabharata will allude.

Jamison, The Ravenous Hyenas and the Wounded Sun: Myth and Ritual in Ancient India
(Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1991).
237 A look at SOrensen's /ndex to the Names in the Mahabharata amply illustrates

this point. Séren S6rensen, An Index to the Names in the Mahabharata with Short
Explanations and a Cooncordance to the Bombay and Calcutta Editions and P. C. Roy's
Translation (London: Williams and Norgate, 1904 - 1925), 636, 662, 751.

238 Rgveda 10.72,

239 Satapatha Brahmana 3.1.3.3.

240 Martanda, like Yama and Manu, his sons, is an ancestor of humanity and born
to die. OFlaherty, The Rig Veda, 40.

241 For example, see Rgveda 1.160.
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The Sun as Sitirya is personified in the Rgveda as a resplendent charioteer, driving
his shining car across the sky.242 One of Siirya's earliest known representations, a terra-
cotta medallion from Bihar, dates from the late third century BCE, during the Maurya
period, when the Mahabharata may have been taking its written shape. Here Surya
carries a bow and drives a chariot drawn by four horses.243 A relief at Bodh Gaya from
the first century BCE depicts Surya driving a one-wheeled chariot, the wheel representing
the solar disc.2¢# In the Rgveda's single myth about Stirya, he is defeated in battle by
Indra, who steals his chariot wheel.245 When, in the Mahdbharata, the wheel of Karpa's
chariot sinks into the bloody Kuru Field and Krsna instructs Arjuna, son of Indra, to
shoot the fatal arrow, the obvious Vedic reference emphasizes the dramatic irony.
However, over-zealous attempts to read Vedic parallels systematically into the itihdsa
obscure it literary nature. Georges Dumézil seized upon the parallel chariot wheel stories

as an example of the mythic “transpositions” that, in his view, crept into the Mahabhirata

242 For example, see Rgveda 1.115; 4.13; 5.29; 10.37, and 1.50.

243 The art historian Stephen Markel believes that the four horses reveal a
Hellenistic influence; in the Vedas, the solar chariot is almost always drawn by seven
horses. Stephen Markel, Origins of the Indian Planetary Deities, Studies in Asian
Thought and Religion, vol. 16 (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1994), 22, and Figure
4.

244 B. N. Chapekar, "Siirya in Mahibharata: A Study in Iconography,” in Studies
in Indology and Medieval History, ed. M. S. Mate and G. T. Kulkarni (Poona: Loshi &
Lokhande Prakashan, 1974), 35, Markel, Origins of the Indian Planetary Deities, Figure
5.

245 A. A. Macdonell, Vedic Mythology (1912; reprint, Varanasi: Indological Book
House, 1963), 31.

tva yuja ni khidat siiryasyendrascakram sahas3 sadya indro
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over the centuries, even pre-Vedic centuries, at the hands of whole schools of savants.24
My contention is that the Mahdbharata’s author, theough a masterful and deliberate use of
allusion, addresses a knowledgeable audience capable of appreciating the references. In
Dumézil's rigorous scheme, Karna must be Siirya, just as Arjuna /s Indra, Yudhisthira /s
Dharma, and so on. However, the stihasa rather indicates that Karna is Jike Surya, as son
is like father and father’s father. Kama is pictured gazing up at the Sun, worshipping the
Sun, and the Sun is shown to be solicitous of Karna's well being. Kamna's enmity with
Arjuna — who is Zike his father, Indra - may continue a vendetta of the older generations.
If we are to understand the narrative's Vedic allusions, we must look to the ku/a of Sturya.
Siirya's marriage and progeny are mentioned throughout the early literature.24’
None of the accounts represents the story in detail, but the basic elements are these:
- Tvastr, architect of the gods, gives his daughter Saranyti in marriage to the Sun Vivasvat.
Saranyt is the twin sister of three-headed TriSiras, a great enemy of Indra. Male-female
twinship continues in the ku/a and is a significant motif throughout the /&ihdsa. Saranyi
gives birth to the twins Yama and Yami. Then the gods decide to hide the immortal

woman from her inferior mortal husband.2¢¥* A double of Saranyi is fashioned to whom

adhisnuna brhata vartamanam mahd druho apa visvayu dhayi (Rgveds 4.28.2)
cakram... musdya indra siiryam (Rgveda 4.30.4); musaya suryam kave cakram
(Rgveda 1.175.9)

246 Georges Dumézil, Mithe et Epapee (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), 131.

47 Rgveda 10.17.1-2; Nirukta 12.10; Brhaddevati 6.162-3. Translated in: Wendy
Doniger OFiaherty, ed. and trans., Hindu Myths: A Sourcebook Translated from the
Sanskrit(Nlew York: Penguin Books, 1975), 60-61.

248 The apparent anomaly of the sun being both divine and mortal surely is
because the sun is reborn and "dies" each day.
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the twins are entrusted. The real Saranyii then flees, disguised as a mare. Before
Vivasvat becomes aware of the deception he begets Manu upon the substitute wife.
When he discovers the switch, he changes himself into a stallion, pursues Saranyu, and
mates with her, producing the twin Asvins. These themes of deception, disguise,
mutilation, twinship, and rejection by the mother continue to haunt the solar ku/z and will
haunt the figures in the jtihdsa to whom that ku/a points, particularly Karna; but Kamna is
not the only character those themes point to, as we will see. This chapter will develop the
idea that issues raised with Yama and Yami, the abandoned twins of Stirya and Saranyd,
are particularly relevant to the stibasa.

One of the Rgveda’s most curious stories or "conversation hymns"?4? is the
dialogue of the twinsYama and Yami.?s® It compellingly recalls — or anticipates, we
might say -- Kaca's and Yayati's conversations with Devayani. Yami feels desire for
Yama; she argues that they two were created man and wife in their mother's womb — to
unite sexually \;vould be as legitimate as the union of Sky, Dyaus, and Earth, Ptithivi,
spoken of in a dual compound, Dy3avaprithivi, emphasizing their inseparability.

Desire for Yama has come upon me, Yami, the desire to lie with him

[Yama] upon the same bed. Let me open my body to him as a wife to her
husband. Let us roll about together like the two wheels of one chariot.25!

249 O'Flaherty points out that this genre is particularly associated with fertility, and
that all the dialogues with women deal with situations in which one member is trying to
persuade the other to engage in some sort of sexual activity. O'Flaherty, The Rig Veda,
245.

250 Poveda 10.10.

251 yamasya mayamyam kima dgan samine yonau sahasheyyaya

jayeva patye tanvam riricyam vi cid vrheva rathyeva cakra (10.10.7)



131

Yama refuses.

Never will I mingle my body with your body. They call a man who unites

with his sister a sinner. Arrange your lustful pleasures with some other

man, not with me, lovely lady. Your brother does not want this.252
Yami is angry and frustrated. "Alas, Yama, how feeble you are. I have not been able to
find any mind or heart in you."253 The dialogue ends in an impasse.>>* Yama's refusal to
be a twin-wheel of one chariot brings to mind the solitary wheel of the chanot driven by
his father, the Sun.

In the early literature, little more is heard of the twins. However, Yami does
appear under another name, Nirrti, "destruction,” an epithet she alludes to in her dialogue
with Yama: "What use is a brother when there is no protection? What use is a sister
when nirrti enters?"255 n the Vedas, to lie in the "lap of Nirrti" is a terrible curse, a

punishment for the worst kinds of sins.25¢ As a goddess, Nirrti represents the opposite of

I follow here the translation by Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty. O'Flaherty, 7he Rig Veda,
247-49.
252 na vi ute tanva tanvam sam paprcyam papamahuryahsvasaram nigachat
.anyena mat pramudah kalpayasva na tebhrata subhage vastyetat (10.10.12)

253 bato batasi yama naiva te mano hrdayam cavidama (10.10.13.1)

254 The Maitrayapi Sambhita contains a touching story about the bereavement of
the immortal sister at her mortal brother's death. To help Yami forget her grief, the gods
create night and it becomes yesterday. Cited in: Sukumari Bhattacharji, 7he Indian
Theogony: A Comparative Study of Indian Mythology From the Vedas to the Puranas
(Caicutta: Firma KILM Private Ltd., 1978), 96-99.

255 kim bhritasad yad andtham bhavati kim u svasi yan nirrtir nigacchat (Rgveda
10.10.11)

256 Thus the worshipper prays to be protected from the lap of Nirrti, airrter
upupasthit. (10.18.10) See also Rgveda 7.104.9; 10.95.14.
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the blessings a sacrificer prays for. She is decrepitude, decay, anger, need, and death.?57
Thus, we can hear the veiled threat in Yami's words to her aloof twin: "What use is a
sister when nirrty enters?” By rejecting his loving "other," his twin self, he is doomed to
lie in a more terrible lap. In the Brihmanas, as the character of Yama grows more
complex and malevolent, his partner, still identified as his twin sister, is always the
malign goddess Nirfti.2® A bringer of pain, dark and in dark clothing, she is said to live,
like Yama, in the south, the direction of the dead. Nirrti is given offerings to keep her
away from the sacrifice and the affairs of humans in general.2%® "May Nirrti depart to
distant places,” says one prayer.250

Sukumari Bhattacharji suggests that the conversation hymn of Yama and Yami
had to end abruptly, in order to avoid the inevitability of incest.28! The Vedas express
deep unease with the apparent inevitability of incest to bring about the first act of
creation. In order to procreate, the primordial, solitary male necessarily must create a
second by dividing himself. “When the father shed his seed in his own daughter, he spilt
his sesd on the earth as he united with her."22 By the time of the Upanssads, the physical

act of "incest" is subsumed in concemns about the self, danan -- that is, concerns about the

257 David Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahavidyas
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 178.

258 Bhattacharji, 7he Indian Theogony, 96-99.

259 Kinsley, Taatric Visions of the Divine Feminine, 178.

260 parataram su nirpitir jihitam (Regvedsz 10.59. 1-4)

26! Bhattacharji contends that the Rgveds dialogue has its roots in the A vesta story
of Yimi and Yimak, which does end in incest. Bhattacharji, 7he Indian Theogony, 93.94.

262 pita yat svam duhitaramadhiskan ksmaya retahsamjagmano ni Sificat (Rgveda
10.61.7.1)
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human experience of a divided self and the individual's desire and pursuit of the whole.

In the beginning, says the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad:

...this world was just a single body (3fman). He looked around and saw
nothing but himself. ... He found no pleasure at all; so one finds no
pleasure when one is alone. He wanted to have a companion. Now he
was as large as a man and a woman in close embrace. So he split (paf) his
body into two, giving rise to husband (pa#)) and wife (patni). Surely this is
why Yajiiavalkya used to say: “The two of us are like two halves of a
block.' The space here, therefore, is completely filled by the woman. He
copulated with her, and from their union human beings were born.263

The passage seems to affirm the legitimacy of the union of male and female "twins,"”
"two halves of a block," two wheels of one chariot. Elsewhere, however, the Upanisads
wam forcefully against the pursuit of anything other than a return to the Jaman’s
primordial singularity. In the Katha Upanisad, it is Yama himself, become the stern lord
of death,2%¢ who teaches Naciketas to distinguish between the "good” and the merely

"gratifying." Yama praises the youth for having firmly rejected "things people desire,

263 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.1-3. I have followed here the translation of
Patrick Olivelle. Patrick Olivelle, ed. and trans., Upanisads (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 13-14. We cannot help but hear Aristophanes in Plato's
Symposiunr. "So when the original body was cut through, each half wanted the other,
and hugged it; they threw their arms round each other desiring to grow together in the
embrace.... s0 you see how ancient is the mutual love implanted in mankind, bringing
together the parts of the original body, and trying to make one out of two.... And so the
desire for the whole and the pursuit of it is named Love." Plato, Symposium, 190A-11E,
in: W. H. D. Rouse, Great Dralogues of Plato (New York: Mentor, 1984), 87-88.

264 Apparently, Yama becomes an immortal affer he has died. Thus, he is the
Lord of the Dead. Bhattacharji asserts; "It is evident that Yama had not always been an
immortal like the other gods... [that] he wrested power and authority and was raised to the
rank of a god." Bhattacharji, 7%e Indian Theogony, 48.



134

lovely and lovely to look at."?65 In his instruction to Yudhisthira, Bhisma will echo

Yama's teaching to Naciketas:

1 will tell you, Bull of the Bharatas, how Brahma created wanton women,
and for what purpose, O Lord of the Earth. There is nothing more wicked
than women, my son. A wanton woman is a blazing fire, and the illusion
born of Maya She is a dagger’s sharp edge; she is venom, a snake, and
death in one body. Mankind once was full of dharma, we have heard; they
were becoming gods all by themselves, so the gods became afraid. ...
Knowing what was in the gods' minds, the Grandfather produced women
in order to delude the minds of men. ... The Grandfather gave women all
the desires to be desired, and those wanton women, excited by lust, began
to excite men. Then the lord of gods produced anger as the companion of
desire, and all mankind, under the sway of desire and anger, turned to
evil.266

However, as will be discussed below, the AMahabharata also offers a sort of double of the
Katha Upanisad, and therefore a critique of it, in the story of Savitri, in which Yama is
defeated by a human woman.

A detailed analysis of the variety of philosophical positions presented in the

Mahabharata is beyond the scope of this dissertaticn. However, because they impact the

265 Katha Upanisad2.11, 3. Olivelle, Upanisads, 233-34.
266 pramadas ca yath3 systa brahmana bharatarsabha
yadartham tac ca te tita pravaksye vasudhadhipa
na hi stribhya param putra papiyah kim cid asti vai
agnir hi pramada dipto mayas ca mayaja vibho
ksura dhara visam sarpo mrtyur ity ekatah striyah
imah praja-mahabaho dharmiki iti nab srutam
svayam gacchanti devatvam tato devan iyad bhayam ...
tesam antargatam jiiatva devanam sa pitamahah
manavanim pramohartham krtya naryo 'sgjat prabhuh ...
tabhyah kaman yathakdmam pradad dhi sa pitamahah
tah kamalubdhah pramadih pramathnanti narams tada
krodham kamasya devesah sahayan césrjat prabhuh
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material being examined here, a few words about these positions are in order. Numerous
passages in the Mahabhirata are devoted to the quest for salvation, moksa. Some, such
as Sanatsujata’s instruction to Dhrtaristra, teach a monistic upan/sadic philosophy. Other
passages, notably lengthy segments of Santiparvan, Anusisanaparvan, and
Asvamedhikaparvan, while decidedly upanisadic in flavor, advocate the dualistic
samkhyan wortdview in which matter, prakrti, is essentially distinct from soul, Jtman.
Whether monistic or dualistic, however, these teachings are centered on asvyTl, a tuming
away from the illusions of the world with the aim of release from the painful cycles of
death and birth and re-death. The value systems designated as pravrrt, on the contrary,
are tumed towards the world, emphasize the importance of an individual's svadharma,
and have as their goal svarga loka, the heaven of the gods. The Mahabharata recognizes
that the sruti contains both of these apparently contradictory teachings. We can
sympathize with Yudhisthira when he complains: "I know the superior and the inferior
scriptures; 'the words of the Vedas say that one should both perform acts and renounce
acts. The scriptures are confusing and embellished with different kinds of reasoning."267
The path of bhakti, devotion to and salvation through a personal deity, developed most

famously in the Bhagnvadgita, adopts both pravrtti and nivrtty positions.268 1 would argue

asajjanta prajah sarvih kamakrodhavasam gatdh (13.40.3-10)
267 vedhaham tita sastrani aparani paidni ca
ubhayam vedavacanam kuru karma tyajeti ca
akuiani ca sastrami hetubhis citritan: ca (12.19.1-2)
268 For a comprehensive and well-argued exploration of these and other religious
doctrines in the stihasa, see Nicholas Sutton, Refigious Doctrine in the Mahabharata
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2000).
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that passages expounding these different positions must be read within their context to
discover how they reflects and are reflected in other passages. Only in that way can
conflicting positions be integrated into the stih3sa’s wholeness.

In terms of the present discussion, I submit that the Mahabharatd's numerous
references to sruti material is a deliberate and essential part of its exploration of the
validity and relevance of that material -- whether monistic or dualistic, whether turned
towards or away from the world or directed towards a personal deity — to the individual
human being in the kali yuga, Karna being the stihdsd's representative of such a person.
More specifically, this chapter will argue that the Mahabharata continues the ancient
discourse about sex, sin, and woman, particularly through allusions to the iu/a of Surya
and to stories of Yama and his twin sister. In the early material, Yami, rejected and
solitary, becomes Nirrti, the malign goddess of destruction. In the Mahabharata, Yami
reappears as Yamuni, doubly a human woman and the river of dark waters.

The Soiar Kula: the Harivamsa

The Hanivamsa, the Mahabhsratds khila, "supplement,” retells the Vedic story of
Tvasty, his daughter, and the soiar deity.?6® The Hanvarpsa, "The Genealogy of Hari
[Krsna)," is a generally overlooked but most interesting portion of the jthasa. Its Critical
Edition was published only in 1969. The word ihi/a has tended to foster the idea that the
Harivamsa is later and optional and can be ignored, which it has been by Western

scholarship. Actually, "supplement” ought rather to imply that it is something needed to

26 Harivamsa 8.1-48
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complete the work to which it belongs.2’® Traditionally, it is dated to the third or fourth
century CE, but there are a good many referenced in the Mahabharata to episodes in the
life of Krsna that are developed in the Harfvamsa. Biardeau, for one, emphasizes the
close relationship between the Mahabharata and the Harivamsa, she asserts that there are
compelling reasons to believe that the jtrhdsa deliberately does not repeat material that
could be found in the £A//a2?' There are sound arguments for the position that the
Harijvamsa took shape concurrently with the main period of growth of the Mahabhirata
and therefore ought to be considered as ;:omplenng the itthasa.

The Harivamsa opens with Saunaka telling Vaisampayana that there is something
missing from the narrative so far. The Mahabharata has spoken of the origin of the
Kaurava kula, he says, but not the ku/a of the Vrsnis, Krsna's people. The siita goes on to
relate the birth of Krsna, his life and deeds, as well as the lives of his brother,
Samkarsana/Balardma, his son, Pradyumna, and his grandson, Aniruddha. Itincludes
many of the most well knows stories about Krsna and his family. Genealogies are
significant components of the Harivamsa, for example, the Siryavamsa, "The Genealogy

of Suirya," from which the story below is taken.

27 Here I follow Brockington. See Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics, 313-44.
271 Madeleine Biardeau, "Etudes de Mythologie Hindoue (V)," Bulletin de I'Ecole
Frangaise d'Extréme-Orient 65, no. 1 (1978): 237.
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Here the name Samjiia replaces the Vedic name Saranyii.?’? Yami is named
Yamuna. So, Tvastr marries his daughter Samjiia to the Sun, referred to variously as

Martanda, Aditya, and Vivasvat.

Young and beautiful, she was not satisfied with the form of her husband
Martanda, for Samjiia was endowed with her own fiery fapas, "ascetic
heat." Because the very limbs of Adltya Martanda were scorched by his
own fgjas, "fiery energy” or "semen,” his form was not excessively
lovable. The three worlds were bumt by Vivasvat's excessive fgjas. He
had three children by Samjiia, one daughter and two sons — first Manu,
then the twins Yama and Yamuna. Because Vivasvat's form was dark in
color, Samjiia could not bear it. She created from herseif a shadow of
herself, Savama, consisting of illusion.27>

Instructing Savamna -- whose name means a "look-alike" -- to remain there and care for

the three children, Samijiid changes herself into a mare. Vivasvat, mistaking the

2712 Sarapyd means quick, fleet, or nimble. Sanyj means to cause to acquiesce,
cuphemistically said of a sacrificial victim, which should not be led forcibly to its death.
For a discussion of these names, and of the Hanivamsa story in general, see Wendy
Doniger, Splitting the Difference: Gender and Myth in Ancient Greece and India
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 43-55.

273 sa vai bharya bhagavato martandasya mahanmanah

bhartyriipena natusthadriipayauvanasalini
samjiia ndima svatapasa diptencha samanvita
adityasya hi tadriipam martandasya svatejasa
gatresu naridagdham vai natikantamivabhavat
na khalvayam mrto'ndasya iti snehidabhasata
ajanankaSyapastasminmartanda iti cocyate
tejastvabyadhikam tata nityameva vivasvath
yenitinidpayamisa trimliokankasyapatmajah
trinyapatyani kauravya samjni tapatam varah
adityo janayamaisa kanyam dvau ca prajapati.
manurvaivasvatah puirva sraddhadevah prajapatih
yamasca yamuna caiva yamajau sambabhiivatuh
Syamavarnam tu nadripam samjiia dystva vivasvath
asahanti tu svam chayam savarnam nirmame natah
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“shadow" for his wife, begets on her a son. Savama favors that child and neglects Manu
and the twins. Yama grows angry. In childish rage - and through "the power of
inevitable destiny"?’¢ — Yama threatens Savamna with his foot. She in tum curses him:
"May that foot of yours fall off!" Yama begs his father to remove the curse. Vivasvat
replies that although Yama knows dharma and speaks the truth, it is not possible for a
mother’s word to be broken.2’”> Worms will take flesh from Yama's foot and go to the
surface of the earth — a reference to mortality. "Thus your mother’s words will be made
true, and you will be protected from the curse."?’6 When Savarna confesses that she is
merely a look-alike of Samjiia, the Sun is furious. After Tvastr has trimmed his solar
son-in-law on a lathe to remove his excessive f¢jas and make him better looking,
Martanda finds his mare-wife, becomes a stallion, and mates with her, as in the Vedic
story, producing the twin Asvins.

The name change in the Harivamsa from Yami to Yamuna makes explicit her
identification with one of the three sacred rivers of Bharatavarsa, along with Ganga and
Sarasvati. The three sacred rivers hearken back to the Vedic Waters, an expression of the

goddess in which her various aspects are depicted collectively as the primordial

mayamayi tu sa samjiia sasyaschiya samutthita (8. 2-8)
274 bhavino'rthasya balat
275 Here the audience cannot but be reminded of Kun*i's fateful words that,
because a mother’s word cannot be untruth, give a common wife, Draupadi, to her five
soms.
276 krtamevam vacasnathyam matustva bhavisyati
sapasya parihdrena tvam ca trato bhavisyasi (8.27)
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foundation of physical creation.?’” These and other rivers figure importantly in the
Mahabhirata. Rivers frequently are associated with and personified as women. Three of
these women are particularly important as powerful agents who significantly initiate and
manipulate events. The river-woman is cunning and inscrutable in Ganga and Satyavati,
the river-mothers of Bhisima; she is violent and treacherous in the complex character of
Amba/Sikhandini'/Sikandin, herself associated with two rivers, the Yamuna and the
barren river Amba. She appears in Draupadi, who is identified both with fiery $ri, who
takes birth from Agni — a god who takes birth from the Vedic "Waters" -- as well as with
the goddess Vic, whom the Rgveda identifies with Sarasvati,2?® the mystic river said to
flow underground at Kuruksetra. In these watery guises, then, the rejected twin of the
Vedas retumns to haunt her solar “other” through two deeply conflicted and deeply related
male characters, Bhisma and Kama. However, I will argue that the female "twin"

manifests most positively through Savitri, daughter of the Sun, “friend" and conqueror of

277 Tracy Pintchman, 7he Rise of the Goddess in the Hindu Tradition (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1995), 23. It is an ancient belief that the mystical
Sarasvati joins the Ganga and Yamuna at their confluence at Allahabad, in north India.
In tantric traditions, the three rivers become a metaphor for the Goddess as kundalini.
The right and left channels of the subtle body are styled as the Ganges and Yamuna
rivers, while the central susumna, "channel,” is the Sarasvati. David Gordon White, The
Alchemical Body: Siddha Traditioas in Medieval India (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1996), 225-29.

278 Rgveda 1.164. 49. Georges Dumézil makes much of the "transposition” of
Viéc in Draupadi, basing his argument on Rgveds 10.125, in which Vac claims to "carry”
a list of gods within her which somewhat matches the divine father's of the five
Pandavas. Dumézil, L ‘idéologie Des Trois Fonctions dans les Epopées Des Peuples Indo-
Européens, 107.
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Yama. Savitri is like a brilliant star in the Aahgbharatds net in which other major female
figures and members of the solar ku/a are reflected.

Karpa and Bhisma

As seen above, Yadu's descendants were cursed not to be ksafriyas and Yadu was
denied a claim to Yayiti's throne. Yayati's curse on his firstborn son initiates the cycle of
the "disqualified eldest” that revisits the Kaurava &u/3. In later generations, Bhisma will
relinquish his claim to the throne in favor of his younger half-brothers; the elder -
Dhrtarastra will give precedence to his sighted brother Pandu; Kama will be slain before
being recognized as the senior Pindava. The theme of the "disqualified eldest" is one of
a number of motifs that link Karna and Bhisma. These formidable and incomplete male
figures are connected with deft artistry from their river origins to their deaths upon the
dharma-field, Kuruksetra. The argument set forth here is that evocative literary allusions
are one of the Mahabharatds most prevalent narrative strategies and indicate an implied
audience competent in the stories and teachings of the sruti. Madeleine Biardeau remarks
that the Mahsabharata keeps strong ties- with "the mythic and ritual tradition of the Vedas,
when at the same time it completely changes their perspectives or their values."27?
References to the ancient literature compel a reexamination of the actions and
motivations of individual characters and a reevaluation of apparently didactic passages
and of the conflicting traditions upon which that didacticism is based. A number of the

allusions linking Karna and Bhisma hearken back to the stories of the Sun, his wife, and

279 Biardeau, "Some Remarks," 84.
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the twins Yama and Yami. Paying attention to these literary links leads to new insights
about the particularly intense relationship between the sifta who would be a ksatr7ya, and
the prince who renounces his ksafriya privileges to live an ascetic life as a dependent in
Dhrtarastra's corrupt court. These insights lead in turn to a deeper understanding of what
these characters communicate to the andience about varna, kula, and dharma.

Bhisma's earthly ku/s as well as his divine ku/a bind him to treacherously
powerful women. The mundane story begins one day when Bhisma's grandfather, King
Pratipa, had walked along the banks of the Ganges. Emerging from the water, the
goddess Ganga in the form of a beautiful woman had sat down seductively upon the
King's right thigh and made that ancient proposition: "I desire you, king, best of the
Kurus. Take me! Abandoning women who are in love is forbidden to the wise." 280
Pratipa rejects her advances on grounds of dharma, protesting that the law reserves the
right thigh for a man's children and daughters-in-law. "Be my daughter-in-law, lovely
girl. I choose you for my son."?8! Allusions here to the stories of Yama, Kacan, and
Yayiti and their rejected would-be seducers is a narrative strategy adding ominous
overtones to Ganga's acquiescence. Years later, Pratipa’s son, King Samtanu, walks
along the same Ganges banks. When the waiting goddess emerges from the waters,
Samtanu falls so helplessly in love that he makes her his queen. Gaiiga demands

unquestioning devotion from her husband in return for her favors. §amtanu's resolve to

220 tvam aham kamaye rijan kurusrestha bhajasva mam
tyagah kamavatinam hi strinim sadbhir vigarhitah (1.92.5)
28! gnusa me bhava kalyani putrirthe tvam vinomy aham
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please her wavers only after he has watched his wife kill seven of their newborn sons by
drowning them in her own waters. When he pleads for the life of the cighth, she grants
his wish but disappears for good, taking the boy with her.282 Ganga "educates” her son,
Gangeya, then returns him to his father; and the waters have still more in store for
Samtanu 283

Long before these events, it seems that a wise mountain had fallen in love with a
river and begotten male and female twins.2*4 Male and female twins always must bring
to mind Yama and Yami, whose mother, Saranyi, also had a twin brother. The
mountain-river twins are presented to a king, Vasu by name, who makes the boy his
general and marries the girl, Girika. One day, Vasu, gone hunting in the forest, pines so
ardently for his beautiful queen that he spills his seed. Collecting whai he can in a leaf,
he asks a passing eagle to carry the semen to Girika, but the bird drops the packet into the
river Yamuni. There a fish, actually an apsard, "celestial nymph,” under a curse,
swallows the royal emission and conceives. Fishermen catch the fish and pull from its
belly human twins — a boy and a girl. The boy is presented to King Vasu; he grows up to

become King Matsya, "Fish." The girl remains among the fisher people and plies a ferry

snusapeksam hi vamoru tvam dgamya samasriti (1.92.11)

282 There is a curious parallel here with the story of Aditi, who bears seven sons
and then attempts to destroy the eighth, Mirtanda.

283 Alf Hiltebeitel deals with the "education” of Bhisma as a part of his ongoing
project of arguing for a literary reading of the Mahibharata. He argues that the erudition
Bhisma displays in the later books can be explained only by remembering these years of
education. In other words, the carlier parvans anticipate the later ones. Alf Hiltebeitel,
"Bhisma's Sources,” paper presented at the International Mahabharata Conference
(Montreal: Concordia University, May 18-20 2001).
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across the Yamuni. She is beautiful but reeks of fish, so is called Matsyagandhi, "Fishy-
smell." Because she is dark of complexion, she also is called Kali, "black.” Kaliisa
doubly appropriate name for the ferry-girl; another name for the river from which she
was born, the Yamuna (Yami's river), is Kalindi, the dark river of Yami as Nirrti. Fishy-
smell aiso is named Satyavati.

Satyavati is one of the /tihasd's ll;lost enigmatic characters, and arguably its most
mfluential woman. Without her manipulations, the narrative as it is could not have
unfolded, and her motives inscrutable. Satyavati's story opens with a scene that
anticipates Surya's seduction of Kunti, itself an allusion to Vivasvat and Samjiia (see
above).?®> One day, the ascetic Parasara catches sight of the ferry girl. He is smitten and
immediately attempts to make love with her. Matsyagandhi's only reservations are that
people may observe them and that she will anger her father by losing her virginity. Tie
eager Parasara wraps the island in a magical fog, promises that her virginity will remain
inmct‘, and as a reward for her favors makes the smell of her voluptuous body
permanently delicious. Fishy-smell becomes Gandhavati, "odoriferous as jasmine.” This
precipitate act of sex on a fog-shrouded island is arguably the Mahabharata's most

seminal event. Recounts Vaisampayana:

284 The story is told in Adjparvam: 1.57.33-75.

285 When Satyavati has completed her shadowy task, the stiidsa's creator, who
happens to be her son Vyasa, dispenses of her in one deft literary stroke. After King
Pandu has died and his sraddha, funeral rites, has been completed, Vyisa tells Satyavati
that evil times are now upon them and that she must go to live in the wilderness as an
ascetic, lest she witness the destruction of her family. Satyavati complies, taking along
her widowed daughters-in-law, and they are not heard of directly again. (1.119.5-8)
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Then the blessed lord Parasara went to his own dwelling place, and joyful
Satyavati, having obtained her unsurpassed boon, gave birth on the very
day she made love with Parasara. The mighty son of Parasara was born on
an island in the Yamuni. Standing before his mother, he set his mind on
tapasya, and said, "When remembered, 1 will appear ready to do your
bidding." Thus, Dvaipdyana was bom of Satyavati by Parasara. Because
he was laid down on an island, he became Dvaipayana ["Island-bom"].
Knowing that from age to age the law is crippled in one foot, and that the
strength and longevity of mortals attends on the law of the ages, and
wanting to confer benefits on the Branman and brahmins, he divided the
Vedas and thus is remembered as Vyasa ["Arranger™]. He, great lord and
granter of boons, taught the [four] Vedas and the Mahibharata as the

Shortly after this fruitful dalliance — Vyasa will be the progenitor of the Pandavas

and Kauravas — with her now delicious odor wafting leagues about, Satyavati attracts the

passions of lonely King Samtanu, whom Ganga long since had abandoned. When he asks

for her hand, her adoptive father sets one condition: "The son born from her shall be

anointed king and lord of the earth. None other shall inherit, O King." 287 Samtanu, torn

between desire for the fragrant woman and loyalty to his son and heir, grows sad and

86 parasaro 'pi bhagavaii jagama svam nivesanam

iti satyavati hrsta labdhva varam anuttamam

parasarena samyukta sadyo garbham susava si

jajile ca yamuna dvipe parasaryah saviryavan

sa mataram upasthaya tapasy eva mano dadhe

smrto 'ham darSayisyami krtyesv iti ca so 'bravit

evam dvaipayano jajiic satyavatyam parasarat

dvipe nyastah sa yad bilas tasmid dvaipayano ‘bhavat

padapasarinam dharmarm vidvan sa tu yuge yuge

dyuh Saktim ca martyanam yuganugam aveksya ca

brahmano brahmananim ca tathiinugraha kimyaya

vivyiisa vedan yasmac ca tasmad vyasa iti smrtah

vedan adhyapayam #isa mahibharata paiicaman.... (1.57.68-74)
287 asyam jayeta yah putrah sa raja prthivipatih

tvad iirdhvam abhisektavyo nanyah ka$ cana parthiva (1.94.51)
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listless. When devoted prince Gangeya discovers the reason for his father’s despondent
mood, he goes to the fisherman and vows: "From this day forward, I will remain celibate.
Although sonless, mine shall be the imperishable worlds in heaven.” 2*® Then from the
spaces between heaven and earth, the gods and seers rain blossoms upon him, and say:
"He is Bhisma ["the Terrible™].2*® Having renounced the throne and swom himself to a
life of celibacy, Bhisma delivers beautiful Satyavati to his father. Bhisma is condemned
to a loveless life during which he repeatedly will play the role of matchmaker for
others.? His indeed is a "terrible” vow for a ksatriya whose dharma prescribes
producing sons. Samtanu, however, is exceedingly pleased with his son's self-effacement
and bestows a boon: Bhisma will die only at a time of his choosing. For himself Bhisma
assumes a role usually reserved for Yama— he will determine the moment of his own
death. Satyavati bears the king two sons and heirs.

Now, Bhisma, we have learned earlier in the Mahabharata, incarnates the Vedic
deity Dyaus, god of the sky, one of the Vasus.2°! Bhisma's divine 4u/a accounts for much

that occurs in his human ku/a. In times past, Dyaus' wife had spied the sage Vasistha's

88 adya prabhrti me dasabrahmacaryam bhavisyati
aputrasyapi me loka bhavisyanty aksaya divi (1.94.86)

289 gato ‘ntarikse ‘psaraso devih sarsiganis tatha
abhyavarsanta kusumair bhismo 'yam iti cabruvan (1.94.90)

20 Not only does Bhisma facilitate his father's marriage to Satyavati, he also
arranges the unions of their two sons, his half-brothers, then the purchase of Midri for
Fandmandﬂwmarﬂag&sothmlisnaMthGﬁndlﬁﬁandVidmwithKingDevaka'
bastard daughter. See 1.105.5; 1.103.11; 1.106.1

1 (1.93) We note here another of the Mahabharatd's intriguing plays on names.
King Vasu's seed impregnates the fish who gives birth to Satyavati, Bhisma's step-
mother. Kama is known as "Vasusena.”
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wish-fulfilling cow and plead with her husband to steal it. Unable to deny her, he and his
brothers take the cow. When the ascetic discovers the theft, he curses the Vasus to take
human birth for a year -- all except Dyaus, who is cursed to spend many long years in the
world. "This great-minded being will have no progeny among mankind. He will be
virtuous and skilled in all weapons, devoted to his father's well-being— but he will forego
the pleasures of women."?2 Dyaus's buxom wife is not named, but in the Rgveda Dyaus
usually is mentioned in a dual compound with his consort Prthivi: Dyavaprthivi, the
inseparable Sky-and-Earth. This Vedic allusion emphasizes the cruel sting of Vasistha's
curse and of Bhigma's terrible vow that leaves him bereft of all that is feminine; come to
earth, Dyaus is separated from his twin "other," the Earth herself, emblem of all
womanhood. The allusion alerts the audience that human Bhisma too will live separate
from a female "other" -- that woman is, as will be seen, Ambd, "mother."2%3

Like Yama, Bhisma is separated from his real mother and bound to a shadow-
mother. Ironically, the woman Bhisma addresses as "mother” is the agent of his curse to
a life of celibacy. Satyavati-Kili, girl twin born from Yami-Nirrti's river, the Yamuna-
Kalindi, appears to embody m her relation wi‘th her step-son the ancient vengeance of

Yami/Yamuna/Nirrti towards Yama. Bhisma, master of his own death, through the

292 na prajasyati cipy esa manusesu mahamanah
bhavisyati ca dharmatma sarvasastraviSaradal
pituh priyahite yuktah stri bhogan varjayisyati (1.93.38-39)
293 Dyaus is said to be the father of Siirya, making him the grandfzther of a
number of solar children. Bhisma is addressed as pitamakha, "paternal grandfather,”
during his long years in Dyaus Dhrtardstra's court, although he is really the childless
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watery machinations of Ganga and Kali, fulfills Vasistha's curse upon Dyaus by
choosing, like Yama, to be "pure.” However, Bhisma is not the only man in Satyavati's
dark orbit to die without leaving an heir. The same fate is true for her husband. Both
sons of éamtanu and Satyavati die issueless. Satyavati urges Bhisma to service the
widows according to the tradition of nfyoga, similar to the medieval practice of levirate
(from the Latin /eviratus, "brother-in-law"™), whereby a man may beget children on his
deceased brother's widow. Bhisma will have nothing to do with ajyoga, of course; he
will not break his horrible vow. The queen then calls upon her illegitimate son, Vyasa.
The fearsome ascetic complies, impregnating the terrified widows with the seeds destined
to continue the Yadava 4u/a -- blind Dhrtarastra and "pale” Pandu. However, after Pandu
has married two wives, an angry sage curses him to forsake sex on pain of death.
Tormented by years of abstinence, Pandu expires while succumbing to the charms of his

wife Midri. Thus, Satyavati's dark womb fructifies only in Dhrtarastra’s benighted ku/a 2%¢

"uncle” of the sons of Kunti and Gandhari. and that by convention, not seed. In the solar
kula, Bhisma is more aptly the “"grandfather™ of Kama, son of the Sun.

294 The Pandavas' human ku/a, through their mother, is that of Yadu, the eldest
son of the pratiloma marriage of Yayati and Devayani — the Yadavas and Vrsnis. The
law and custom here is somewhat confused. Pandu urges Kunti to produce sons by
means of her magic mantra, and cites Manu to claim that her sons would be his own
{1.111.30-33). Manu himself is ambivalent. While he declares that the husband can
claim the sons bom in his own "field,” i.c., his wife (9.48-52), he says elsewhere that
children born of the seeds of another man belong to the owner of the seed (9.181). See
Doniger, The Laws of Manu, 203, note 58.

Satyavati's lincage, however, may be preserved as well through the Pandavas.
Arjuna's son Abhimanyu will marry Uttard, daughter of Virata, the Matsya king. Is
Virita Satyavati's twin brother who becomes "King Matsya?" (tayoh pumamsam jagriha
rajoparicaras tada / sa matsyo nama rijasid dharmikaj satyasamgaral (1.57.51))It may
well be so. The child of Abhimanyu and Uttara is Pariksit who succeeds Yudhisthiia to
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This tortuous genealogy must have made a profound impression upon an audience
composed primarily of ksatriyas dependent upon brahmins for legitimacy, and of
brahmins dependent upon ksatriyas for thetr livelihood - all acutely aware of the
dharmasastras’injunctions for the maintenance of caste purity. The s&7hdsa makes wide
use of Vedic allusions, and these allusions are nowhere more finely effective than when
dealing with the mythology of the Sun in order to question a social and religious system
that so highly valued varpa and ku/a.

Satyavati is not the most destructive female figure in Bhisma's life, however —
that role is Amba's. Recognizing Bhigma's links to the ku/s of Siirya and the parallels
with Yama illuminates his relationship with this unhappy princess.?* Amba reflects
Yami become Nirrti; the meaning of her name, "mother,” underscores the catastrophe of
her life -- she never will have a mate or know motherhood. Amba is, indeed, a twin of
sorts to Bhisma. Bhisma tells Duryodhana the strange story of Amba in the closing
adhyadya of Udyogaparvan. Bhisma's determination to fulfill the dharma of his adharmic

vow of celibacy only seems to ensnare him further in a ruthless fate stalking him from

the throne and whose son is Janamejaya, VaiSampayana's interlocutor in the recitation of
the Mahabhirata. Paule Lerner bases her fascinating Astrological Key in the
Mahabharata upon the supposition that King Matsya is Satyavati's twin. Lemer argues
that there is a hidden astrological meaning in the /tth3sa: it contains a record of the
precession of the equinoxes from the age of the Ram, a3 or Ares, to the Age of the Fish,
matsya or Pisces. Paule Lemner, Astrological Key in the Mahibhirata: The New Era,
translated by David White (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988).

25 It also argues forcefully against van Buitenen'’s contention that the "positively
droll” and logically "absurd" story of Ambi represents half a millennium of storytellers’
attempts to tie up one of the Mahabharatd's loose ends. J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed. and
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life to life. When King Samtanu dies, Bhisma installs Citringada, eldest of Satyavati's
sons, on the throne; but Citrangada soon dies, and the voluptuary Vicitravirya becomes
king. Bhisma sets about finding a bride for his surviving half-brother. Determined to
assure heirs to his father's dynasty, Bhisma attends the svayamvara of three princesses
and kidnaps them all: Amba, Ambika, and Ambalika. When Amba tells him that she is
betrothed to king $alva, he sets her free; but Salva rejects her - she has been carried
away by another man and is no longer fit to be his bride. As Stephanie Jamison has
shown, a man causing a maiden to mount his chariot figures in the marriage ceremony
all the way back to the Rgveda.2% Despite Amba's pleading, Silva casts her off "as a
snake its worn-out skin."297 Amba wanders lamenting into the wilderness, brooding upon
her hateful destiny. Her transformation from a beautiful innocent into a dangerously
vengeful ascetic mirrors the transformation of Yami into dark and destructive Nirrti,
"nature's revenge on the offender against r7g," "what is right and fit."2%* She curses Salva
and herself. Above all, she curses Bhisma, the cause of her calamity. She finds asylum
among forest ascetics and takes up their practices. Eventually she is brought to
Parasurama, ancient destroyer of the ksatriyas and Bhisma's preceptor. The fierce Bhrgu

is moved by her tale and decides that the only solution is for Bhisma to take back Amba

trans., The Mahabhirata, Vol. 3: The Book of Virita, The Book of the Effort (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978), 173-78.

* 296 Marriage by abduction is designated by Manu as a form of marriage called the
riksasa rite 111.33). Jamison shows that important ceremonial clements of the
riksasa rite figure in the Mahabharatd's story of Bhisma and Amba. Stephanie Jamison,
Sacrificed Wife / Sacrificer's Wife, 221-226.

297 tvacam jirnam ivoragah (5.172.17)
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for himself, but Bhisma refuses: "What man ever would allow a woman in love with
another man to lodge in his house like a snake, knowing the dark wickedness of
women?*?% He asserts that he is "a ksatriva who stands by ksatriya dharma,™*and will
not be moved. He and Parasurama engage in a twenty-three-day combat that ends in a
draw, each man exceedingly pleased with himself and his opponent, Amba all but
forgotten. |

This final humiliation, more loathsome than her abduction and Salva's rejection,
destroys Amba's last hope of fulfilling her womanhood. She resolves to accomplish
through &apasya, "religious austerities,” what the great ParaSurama could not achieve: the
death of Bhisma. Bhisma confesses o Duryodhana how the weight of Amba's hatred
began to eat into his being. "From the very day the girl departed for the forest set on
austerities, I became agitated, depressed, and all but lost my mind."® He sends spies
after her and leamns to his horror that she is performing superhuman self-mortification.
Like some terrible Niryti, Amba stands in the dark River Yamuna for a full year.

Going without food, emaciated, coarsened, with matted hair, caked with

dirt, she lived for six months on air, a stock-still ascetic. Repairing to the

bank of the Yamuna she wore through another year standing in the water,

without food, glowering. Another year she spent in subsisting on one

withered lzaf, ferocious in her wrath, while standing on tiptoe. For
fourteen years she set heaven and carth aglow....302

»¢ Bhattacharji, 7he /adian Theogony, 83.
299 ko jdtu parabhavam hi narim vyilim iva sthitam
vasayeta grhe janan strinam dosan mahityayan (5.178.21)
300 ksatriyanam sthito dharme ksatriyo ‘smi tapodhana 95.178.28
391 yadaiva hi vanam prayit kanya si tapase dhrta
tadaiva vyathito dino gatacetd ivabhavam (5.187.14)
302 53 tu kanya maharaja praviSyasramamandalam
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At one point, Ganga, concerned for her son Bhisma, attempts to frighten Amba into
abandoning these practices. When her threats are ineffective, Ganga curses the maiden to
become the River Amba, crooked in its course, teeming with hideous crocodiles. By the
power of her austerities, however, only half of her body changes into the wretched river.
The other half lives on to accumulate a wealth of Zapas for attaining the single thing that
can bring her peace: the righting of the wrong against her womanhood, the death of
Bhisma. She now has grown disgusted with her own gender. At last, Lord Siva, pleased
with her austerities, grants her wish: she will attain manhood in a next life and, retaining
the memory of everything of her former existence, kill Bhisma in battie. Amba lights a
pyre and throws herself upon it, crying, "For Bhisma's annihilation!"3 Thus dies the

woman who should have been Bhisma's partner, earth to his sky.3%¢ Amba's violent

yamunatiram &asritya tapas tepe 'timanusam
nirdhira krsa riiksa jatila malapankini

san masan vayubhaksa ca sthanubhiita tapodhani
yamunatiram asadya samvatsaram athaparam
udavasam nirdhara parayam asa bhamini
§irnapamena caikena parayam asa caparam
samvatsaram tivrakopa padangusthagradhisthita
evam dvadasa vargani tApayam &sa rodasi
nivartyamandpi tu sa jiiatibhir naiva Sakyate -
tato ‘gamad vatsabhiimim siddhacaranasevitam
aSramam pmxyaéi‘lﬁnﬁm tapasanZm mahatmanam

s bhmamdbjm (5.187.18)

304 Biardeau remarks that being the eldest of the three sisters — whose names,
Ambika and Ambalika, are diminutives of Amba -- Amba by rule should have been the
first queen. As first queen, says Biardeau she "should have been at the same time the
symbol of the sacrificial altar of the kiiig and his kingdom, that is, of the whole earth. In
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rejection of her womanhood demonstrates what may befall the man who is doomed to
"lie in the lap of Nirrti.” She is rebom into the house of king Drupada as the elder sister
of Draupadi. The king and queen pretend she is a boy, eventually marrying her to a
princess. Nonetheless, she manages eventually to change her sex. §ikhax_1qlini becomes
éikhax,ujin, a strange, bisexual creature, a kind of monstrous twin to herself, Yami/Yama
dedicated not to love but to death. "Wise"” Bhisma's confidences about Amba on the eve
of the war are a pathetic testament to a life blighted irretrievably by the unbearable
knowledge from which most mortals are protected: he can see both the hour and the
instrument of his death. Amba, now éikam_iin, camnot kill him until he allows her to do
so, but kill him she must, on the Kuruksetra plain.

Now, Kama and Bhisma are closely related through their solar ku/a,
Bhisma/Dyaus being the father of Siirya and grandfather of Yama, Yami, and Kama.
The Mahibharatds audience is directed to notice these sorts of parallels. As in other
complex creations of world literature, allusions to symbols, themes, and characters from
other literary-works is a frequent narrative strategy in the Mahabharatds grid of
conventions, a significant part of its ethical and religious discourse. Yama, Bhigma, and
Karmna are similarly fated to an existence deprived of a man's most meaningful
relationships. Each is abandoned by his mother. Yama and Bhisma reject their proper
mates, while Kama is rejected by his. Kama rejects his biological mother as Yama does

the "look-alike” Savarna. None of the three is destined to have mother or mate.

short, Ambi should have been the main queen of king Bhisma, the true heir to §amtanu.“
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In Dhrtardsfra’s court, Kama and Bhisma are bitter rivals. Kama's na yotsye, "1
will not fight,” is in response to Bhisma's condition for his leading Duryodhana’s armies:
“Either Kama must fight first, or L, O lord of the earth [Duryodhana], for that son of a
sita always tries to rival me in battle."35 Bhisma is unusually antagonistic towards
Duryodhana's friend, that "low-born son of a si7£a,"as he calls him. 3¢ Bhisma tells
Dhrtarastra that the approaching war is all the fault of the "wicked son of a si#£a."3%7 For
ten days, the siftaputra remains inactive while Bhisma leads the armies, during which
time the Pandava armies suffer terrible losses. Arjuna finally approaches the prtamaha,
"grandfather,” and asks how he can be defeated. Bhisma then discloses the sole method
that can slay him: put the warrior éikam_iin in front, for Bhisma has vowed never to kill a
woman. Arjuna does so, Bhisma lays down his arms, and from behind Sikandin/Amba,
Arjuna fires the fatal arrow.

Only after Bhisma has fallen, thus opening the way for Karna to fight, do the two
long-standing antagonists reconcile. Kama's night visit to the dying Bhisma links these
solar kin with yet another startling image. Karna comes to the spot where Bhisma has
fallen on arrows protruding so densely from his back that they resemble a "bed of reeds,"

Saratalpa.%¢ The allusion to the bed of reeds makes vividly present the story of the birth

Biardeau, "Some Remarks," 97.
303 kamo va yudhyatam pirvam aham va prthivipate
spardhate hi sadatyartham sitaputro maya rane (5.153.24)
306 durjateh stitaputrasya (5.48.28) See also 5.21 and 5.61, where Bhisma is
annoyed by Karna's bragging, and reminds him that he is inferior to Arjuna.
307 suitaputrasya durmateh (5.48.34)
308 The encounter between Karna and Bhisma closes Bhismaparvan -6.117.
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of Skanda,3® who is named, like Bhisma, Gangeya, son of the Ganges.3!0 It is said that
Agni, god of fire, swallowed semen emitted by Lord Siva. Agni then united with Ganga
and caused her to conceive. The river was unable to bear the fiery burden and cast it up,
where the embryo grew and was discovered lying upon a "forest of reeds,” saravana.3!!
Skanda is described as shining like the rising Sun, si@rya jvoditah3'? He wears golden
armor, hiranyakavaca,®'3and when he is attacked by Indra (!), who is jealous of his
splendor, from Skanda's body emerges another golden youth wearing divine earrings,
divyakundalaf.?'* The similarities with Karna, discovered among the reeds of the
Ganges wearing golden Aavaca and kundalas, are strongly evocative. When Adhiratha
pries open the basket Kunti has set afloat on the river, he finds "a little boy, bright like
the rising Sun, wearing golden armor, his face illumined by polished earrings."3!5 Later,
when Kama is anointed general of the Kaurava army, thrice he is likened to Skanda
surrounded by the celestials.31¢ Says Gandhari, mourning over Bhisma's body: "Having

spread his excellent bed with barbed and barbless arrows, Bhisma has fallen upon it like

299 The story is recounted in Anusisanaparvan, 13.84-85.

310 The translator K. M. Ganguli notes that Bhisma's bed of reeds evokes Skanda.
Unfortunately, the reprinted edition of Ganguli's translation of the Mahabharata omits
many of the interesting notes as well as the useful line numbers, which do appear in the
original. Ganguli: Bhisma Parva, CXXIV, 336.

311 13.84.75

3123.214.19

313 3.218.1

314 3.216.16

315 tarunadityasamkasam hemavarma dharam tatha

mgs;aklmdalayuktem vadanena virgjita (3.293.6)

316 8.6.29, 35, 46
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Lord Skanda upon his forest of reeds, saravapam."'7 These allusions to a resplendent
being borne upon the Ganges and discovered among the reeds unites Bhisma and Karna
in birth as well as in death.

Now, on the field of death, Kuruksetra, Kama approaches Bhisma in the darkness,
falls at his feet, and identifies himself not as Kunti's but as Radha's son, "who in your
eyes was always utterly despised."!'* Embracing Kama, the old warrior reveals what
Karna has already learned from Krsna: "You are Kunti's son, not Radha's, without a
doubt. Narada told me so, as did Krsna Dvaipayana [Vyasa] and Kesava [Krsna].™!®
This is a surprising admission: how long has Bhisma known of Karna's identity? Have
his barbed insults directed against the "siitaputra" been candid? Below the line in the
Critical Edition, Bhisma adds this telling comment: "You were born contrary to dharma,
that is why your mind is as it is."32? To celibate Gangeya, who is convinced that women
are dang?rous and evil, Kama's fondness for Duryodhana is due to illicit sex between
Kunti and Siirya. Because that liaison could not be revealed, Bhisma had scorned Kama
for his alleged low-class birth. Lying on his bed of reeds, Bhisma makes the same appeal
as had Krsna, Kunti, and Stirya: Kama must join the side of the Pandavas. As before,

Kama refuses:

317 karnindlikanaracair astirya Sayanottamam
dviSya Sete bhagavan skandah Saravanam yatha (11.23.18)
318 radheyo "ham kurusrestha nityam caski gatas tava
dvesyo ‘tyantam anagah sann iti cainam uvaca ha
319 kaunteyas tvam na radheyo vidito niradan mama
krspadvaipayanic caiva keSavac ca na samsayah
320 jato'si dharmalopena tataste buddhiridrsi (6.117.11, note)
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I know that everything you say is true, O wise one. I am Kunti's child, not

the son of a sidtza. But I was cast off by Kunti and raised by a si7&a. Having

enjoyed Duryodhana's riches, 1 will not break my word. O gift-giver,

riches, my body itself, my sons, fame, all I abandon for the sake of

Duryodhana. ... Forgive me for any harsh words spoken in anger or any

offense I have committed against you.32!
Bhisma absolves Kama and grants him permission to fight. "Fight free from egoism,” he
says, "relying on your own strength, for no greater glory is known to a &safriyathan a
battle fought according to dharma.™2 The old warrior's open acknowledgement that
Kama is a ksatriya seems far more important to Kama than Kunti's or Krsna's
acknowledgement. With his solar "grandfather's" blessing, Karna now is free to fight, to

assume his ksatnya dharma.

Karnpa and Draupadri

Ya;na, Bhisma, and Karna are deserted by biological mothers and the first two
suffer at the hands of "shadows." To Kama, the "shadow” is the mother who deserted
him. When Kunti comes to plead with her eldest son to join his brothers in the battle,
Kama defiantly identifies himself as the son of Adhiratha and Radha - Radha, whose

breasts had poured forth milk when she first saw him, who handled his urine and

321 jandimy aham mahsprajiia sarvam etan na samsayah

yatha vadasi durdharsa kaunteyo 'ham na siitajah

avakimas tv aham kuntyi siitena ca vivardhitah

bhuktva duryodhanaifvaryam na mithyi kartum utsahe ...

duruktam vipratipam va samrambhic capalat tatha

yan mayapakrtam kim cit tad anuksantum arhasi (6.117.21-22, 28)
322 yudhyasva nirahamkaro balavirya vyapasrayah

dharmo hi yuddhac chreyo 'nyat ksatriyasya na vidyate (6.117.32)
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excrement.32 He berates the woman who deserted him in his infancy and left him to
float at the whim of the waters, from the River A§va to the River Carmanvati to the
Yamuni and the Ganges.32¢ It cannot be incidental that Kunti herself was an abandoned
child. She and Vasudeva, Krsna's father, are children of King Siira. Siira's sister married
Kuntibhoja, king of the backwater Bhojas, the lincage begun with Yayiati's curse on
Druhyu (see above). Because Kuntibhoja is childless, Stra promised to give him his
first-born daughter. Thus, Kunti comes to be raised in an adoptive family. Shortly before
the war, Kunti complains to Krsna of the suffering she has bome in the past.

I reproach my father, not myself or Suyodhana [Duryodhana]. Like a

gambler, he awarded me as a prize to Kuntibhoja. I was a little girl,

playing with my ball, and your grandfather gave me to Kuntibhoja, friend

to magnanimous friend! I have been cheated by my father and my fathers-
in-law, O scorcher of foes; I am miserable beyond limits! What good has

life brought me, Krspna?3%®
Kunti's words to Krsna resemble the words Kama speaks to her, in response to her

pleadings:

The irreparable wrong you have done me by casting me out has destroyed
the renown and glory I could have had. Born a &satriya, I have not

323 mat snehic caiva radhayah sadyah ksiram avatarat
s3 me miitram purisam ca pratijagriha madhava (5.139.6)
324 3.292.16-27
325 pitaram tv eva garheyam nitminam na suyodhanam
yeniham kuntibhojaya dhanam dhirtair ivarpita
bédlam mam aryakas tubhyam kridantim kandu hastakam
adadat kuntibhojaya sakhi sakhye mahatmane
sdham pitré ca nikrta Svasurais ca paramtapa
atyantaduhkhita krsna kim jivitaphalam mama (5.8.61-63)
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reccived the respect due a ksatrjya. What enemy could have done me

greater harm that you have?326
Kama blames Kunti for his debilitating ignorance of his true varna, ku/a, and dharma.
Surya now intervenes, speaking from the sky to instruct his son to obey his mother. Still
Kama refuses.32” Having leamned the truth of his ku/a, he rejects it; ksatriva varma was
awarded to him with the kingship of Ariga; as for ksatriya dharma, he always has
embraced it. How cruelly dishonest ring Krsna's words when Kama dies: "Today the
earth drinks the blood of the si7ta’s son, that vilest of men, who laughed at the dice-won
Krsni."28 In some final, divine, analysis, Kama's brutal death is attributed to the humble
kulain which he was fated to be raised, and to his laughing at the woman who despised
him for being a siita.

The contention of this dissertation is that the many allusions to the solar kula
shared by Kama and other characters are narrative strategies to foster specific
expectations in the audience. One of those expectations stems from the Vedic story of
Yama and Yami as the dangerous rejected female turned to destruction, nirrty. Kaca and
Devayini, Yayiti and Devayani, evoke the twins, as do Amba and Bhisma. Satyavati-
Kali, separated at birth from her twin brother, evokes Nirrti. The old stories also help to

clarify the intensity of the antipathy between Karna and Draupadi, another "dark"

326 gkaron mayi yat papam bhavati sumahatyayam

avakimmo 'smi te tena tad yasah kirtiniisanam :

aham ca ksatriyo jato na praptah ksatrasatkriyam

tvatkrte kim nu papiyah satruh kuryan mamahitam (5.144.5-6)
327 5. 14434
328 yah sa dyftajitam krsnam priha satpurusadhamah
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woman, krsnd, like dark, kali, Satyavati. Draupadi was bom parthenogenetically, out of
her father’s sacrificial fire: "And when she was bom an incorporeal voice spoke:
‘Supreme among women, this dark woman, Krspa, will lead the ksafriyasto their
doom.'™2% "Draupadi” means simply "daughter of Drupada;” Krsna is the woman's
proper name.330

For a critical piece of the puzzlingly hostile relationship of Karna and Draupadi
we must once again look "below the line” in the Critical Edition. Let us set the stage.
The first encounter between Kama and Draupadi takes place at Draupadi's svayamvara,
"bridegroom choice." The Pandavas and Kunti have managed to escape from the lacquer
house, built dangerously flammable by Duryodhana with the intention of eliminating his
rival cousins. Remorselessly leaving behind the charred bodies of a low-caste Nisada
woman and her five sons who have been lured into the house to act as the Pandavas'
doubles, Kunti and her sons go to live among potters disguised as brahmins. In this
disguise, they attend the svayamvara that King Drupada is holding for his daughter,

Krsna Draupadi. The King has had constructed a large bow, devised a difficult test of

tasyadya stitaputrasya bhiuimih pibati Sonitam (8.69.17)

32 tam capi jatam susronim vig uvacasaririni

sarvayosid vara krsna ksayam ksatram ninigati (1.115.44)

Draupadi's is one among a number of parthenogenetic births in the Mahabbarata.
For a discussion of this phenomenon, See Mary Carroll Smith, "Epic Parthenogenesis,” in
Essays on the Mzhabharata, ed. Arvind Sharna (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 84-100.

330 Alf Hiltebeitel has written extensively bout the shared names of Krsna, Krsna,
and Ajuna, also frequently called "Krsna." See, for instance: Alf Hiltebeitel, "Two
Krsnas, Three Krspas, Four Krsnas, More Krsnas: Dark Interactions in the
Mahabhirata," in Essays on the Mahabharata, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1992), 101-09.



161

strength and skill, and invited the &satriyas of the land to compete for the princess's hand.
Among those attending are Duryodhana and his brothers, accompanied by Karna, the siita
humiliated at the Pandavas' show of arms, then anointed King of Anga, still bearing his
congenital earrings and armor. It is not a stretch to imagine that Karna's fame, or infamy,
had spread abroad. Now, the Calcutta and Vulgate editions include a passage that has so
imprinted itself in the Indian imagination that V. S. Sukthankar found it necessary to
write a lengthy apology for its omission from the Critical Edition.?3! Sukthankar
includes, even, a floridly poetic yet rather accurate rendering of the omitted lines, from
Epic of the Bharatas by Ramesh Chandra Dutt:

Uprose Kama, peerless archer, proudest of the archers he,

And he went and strung the weapon, fixed the arrows gallantly,

Stood like Suirya in his splendour and like Agni in his flame, --

Pandu’s sons in terror whispered, Kama sure must hit the aim!

But in proud and queenly accents Drupad's queenly daughter said:

‘Monarch's daughter, born a Kshatra, Suta's son I will not wed.'

Karna heard with crimsoned forehead, left the emprise almost done,
Left the bow already circled, silent gazed upon the Sun!332

331 Vishnu S. Sukthankar, "Prolegomena,” in The Adiparvan: Being the First
Book of the Mahabbhirata, ed. V. S. Sukthankar (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute, 1933), LX-LXI.
332 sarvannapaimastanprasamiksya kamo
dhanurcharanam pravaro jagam
uddhrtya timam dhanurudytam
tansajyam cakardsu yuyoja banan
drstva siitam menire pinduputra
bhittva nitamp laksyavaram dharayam
dhanurdhara ragakrnapratijiia
matyagnisomarkamatharkaputram
drstva tu tam draupadi vikyamuccair-
jagada naharmp varayami sttam
samarsahasam prasamiksya stiryam
tatydja karnah sphuritam dhanustat (1.178, note 17)
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For Sukthankar, the scene is "a palpably faked and thoroughly unreal situation
[italics his].™33

If one thinks about it at all, one fails to understand how Draupadi, who

was, after all, then only an unexperienced maiden in her teens, had

recognized the King of Angas (whom she had probably never seen before)

and known him for the son of a coachman, unfit to wed a princess.334
Sukthankar's doubts seem misplaced. Draupadi's naham varaydmi sitam, "1 will not
marry a sifa," scems not only psychologically appropriate, but quite in keeping with what
the entire sva)uétvm cxpr&sm about varna, kula, and dharma. Draupadi, said to be a
portion of the gotidess $ri, may be young of body, but why should we assume that she is
t;nawarc of the ksatriya world she lives in, including the remarkable story of the low-
caste sifa made king? Moreover, the jtrhdsa insists repeatedly that Karna's prowess is
equal if not superior to Arjuna's, and in all editions, Karna is named among those who
come toattempt the test. Given the chance, Kama could not have failed to string the bow
and hit the mark. -

Draupadi's public abasement of Karna at the svayamvara, structurally parallel to
Arjuna’s humiliation of Karna at the show of arms, rings true to the Mahabharats as a
whole. After this disconcerting incident, and after the other ksaty7ya suitors have failed,
Arjuna, still in brahmin disguise, strides forward and easily wins the prize. Curiously,

King Drupada seems delighted at the unexpected turn of events, and an eager Draupadi

333 Sukthankar, "Prolegomena,” LXI.



163

quickly garlands the unknown brahmin as her chosen husband. Have the Pandavas been
recognized? Krsna certainly has divined the ruse; he whispers to his brother,
"Samkarsana, that man who strides like a bull, who strung the great bow as high as a
paim, is none other than Arjuna, sure as | am Viasudeva!"335

However, the other ksatriya contestants are furious at being bested by a brahmin.
Citing the law that svayamvaras are meant only for their royal class, the ksatriyas, led by
Duryodhana and his company, attack the brahmins, led by the disguised Pandavas. Karma
goes straight for Arjuna. What transpires between the two brothers encapsulates the
complex themes that make them such bitter opponents. Arjuna, unreflectively self-
confident of his Asatriya identity, feels no compunction at assuming a brahmin disguise
and using it to his advantage. S#faputra Karna, who has just been humiliated for his low
class, nonetheless demonstrates that his svabhdva, "inherent nature,” is royal. He

addresses Arjuna:

You please me, eminent brahmin, with the strength of your arms in
combat, with your brave persistence and your discipline with weapons.
Are you the embodied art of archery, or Parasurama, O best of brahmins?
Or are you bay-horsed Indra himself, or imperishable Visnu? ... When |
am angry, no man can resist me in battle, no one but Indra or the diademed
Pandava!336

334 Sukthankar, "Prolegomena,” LXI.
335 ya esa mattarsabha tulyagami; mahad dhanuh karsati tAlamatram

€30 'rfjuno natra vicaryam asti; yady asmi samkarsana vasudevah (1.180.18)
3% tusyami te vipramukhyabhujaviryasya samyuge

avisadasya caivasya Sastrastravinayasya ca

kim tvam siksad dhanurvedo ramo vi vipra sattama

atha s@ksad dhari hayah saksad va visnur acyutah ...

na hi mam ahave kruddham anyah siksic chaci pateh

pumin yodhayitum Saktah pandavad va kiritinah (1.131.15-18)
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Arjuna lies: "No, Karna, I am not the art of archery or spiendid Rama; I am a brahmin,
the best of fighters, most excelient among those who bear arms."37 Upon hearing those
words, Kamna respectfully withdraws from the fight, "believing the tejas, 'fiery energy,’ of
brahmins to be invincible."38

Where, then, does one turn for the "ultimacy” of selfhood in this inherently
deceptive universe where no one and nothing is as it seems, even oneself? How
distressing it must be for Karna when he leamns that his instinctive respect for brahmins
has rendered him vuinerable to the duplicity of his greatest rival. Arjuna’s lying about his
varpa appears to be rewarded richly; later, when Kama lies about his varna he will reap
the curses that lead to his death (see Chapter Four). Moreover, Draupadi's insulting
refusal to allow a sifta to compete for her hand has denied Kama the prize that actually is
his duc - as Amba should have been Bhisma's queen, so Draupadi should have been
Karna's.3¥ As it turns out, of course, Kunti's apparently unwitting command that her
sons share what Arjuna has won makes Draupadi the common wife of Karna's younger
brothers. The svayamvara, including the incident of Draupadi’s insult to Karna that is

excluded from the Critical Edition, prepares the audience for the calamitous game of

337 nasmi karma dhanurvedo nasmi ramah pratapavan
brahmano 'smi yudhim sresthah sarvasastrabhrtam varah (1.181.19)
332 brahmam tcjas tadijayyam manyamano mahirathah (1.181.21)
339 Even Arjuna acknowledges that according to dharma the first to marry should
be the eldest; after he brings Draupadi home he offers her to Yudhisthira. (1.182.8)
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dice, particularly for the behavior of Kamna that, without the former scene, would appear
uncharacteristically vile.

The proximate cause of the fateful dice game is the sabha, the great hall of
illusion built for Yudhisthira by an architect-asura named Maya. The construction of the
sabhi is connected with Yudhisthira's rather breathtaking ambition to have himself
declared samrdj, "all-king," a supreme ruler to whom other princes of the land must pay
allegiance. "Hlusion is built into the very structure of the sabh3," observes David
Shulman, "and there is every reason to imagine that this sabAd is a model of the Epic
universe, which must also, then, contain inherent elements of deceit.”34° If this be so, the
deceit, applauded consistently by Krsna, is primarily his and the Pandavas'.

In preparation for Yudhisthira's rdyasiya, Krsna, Bhima, and Arjuna set out to
neutralize a certain king, Jarasamdha by name, who is a personal enemy of Krsna and the
single ruler who poses an obstacie to Yudhisthira's suzerainty.34! They go disguised as
snatakas, "bathed ones,” a term for young brahmins who have just marked the completion
of their Vedic studies with a ritual bath. The arrogant threesome dress inappropriately
(for snitakas), forcibly snatch garlands from a humbile flower seller, and bully their way
into the king's presence. Jarasamdha receives the snitakas respectfully; he genuinely is
taken aback when they reveal their ksatriya identities and challenge the king to one-on-

one combat. Jarasamdha and Bhima then fight for a full thirteen days, at the end of

340 David Dean Shulman, "Devana and Daiva," in Ritual, State and History in
South Asia: Essays in Honour of J. C. Heesterman, ed. D. H. A. Kolff , A. W. van den
Hoek, M.S. Oort (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 359.
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which, upon strong hints from Krsna, Bhima throws the fatigued king across his knee,
breaks his back, and tramples his body into the ground.

With Jarasamdha eliminated, Yudhisthira's brothers depart on a digvijaya, a
conquest of the four quarters of the land, during which they win submission of the
remaining rulers. All is in place for the celebration of the royal unction. The violence
provoked by the Pandavas' brahminical disguises had tainted Draupadi's traditional
svayamvara. Now Yudhisthira's solemn Vedic ritual is more seriously defiled by the
murder of King Sisupila of Cedi, Jarasamdha's erstwhile general.? Sisupala objects
strongly when Krsna is designated first in merit before all the attendant kings. As a
Vrsni, in the &u/a of Yadu, Krsna is properly a tribal chieftain, not a king. In the course
of the ensuing argument, Krsna summarily kills Sisupala; the rdjasiya is interrupted for
funeral rites. Van Buitenen argues rather convincingly that the whole of Sabhdparvan is
a reenactment of the Vedic rdjasiiya4? Van Buitenen, however, does not consider what
this transformation of a solemn Vedic ritual might have meant to the itzhisa’s audience.
Once again, the perspectives and values of Vedic tradition are being put into question.

Upon what does genuine sovereignty rest in the kalijyuga? When is duplicity dharmic,

341 2.18-22

342 2.33-42

343 "[ wish to submit that 7he Assembly Hall is structurally an epic dramatization
of the Vedic ritual." J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed. and trans., 7he Makhabharata, Vol. 2
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 6. See also: David Gordon White, "Dogs
Die,"” History of Religions 23, no. 4 (May 1989): 283-303.
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when adharmic? Yudhisthiva's royal unction is a perverted and polluted ritual, with
human sacrifice at its center and a rea/, not ritual, dice game at its close.3#

Duryodhana is among the guests at Yudhisthira's réjasiya. Wandering through
the marvelous sabhi he makes a fool of himself by falling into pools he mistakes for
marble floors, crashing into walls that seem to be doors, and so forth. Humiliated,
furious, and deeply jealous, Duryodhana returns to Hastinapura, brooding: "Fate, I think,
reigns supreme, and man's acts are in vain, when I sce such splendid glory brought to the
sons of Kunti."3* Poudering a means to revenge, and urged on by his cunning uncle
Sakuni, Duryodhana builds a sabka of his own and invites Yudhisthira for a game of dice.
Yudhisthira, so recently glorified as world sovereign, accepts the invitation. "Fate robs
our wisdom as fire blinds the eye," he muses; "the Ordainer's will is followed and men
are bound as by nooses."3¢ (Issues of fate, dasva, and human initiative, purusakara, will
be discussed in Chapters Four and Five.)

Yudhisthira's passive acquiescence to Duryodhana's patently invidious invitation
cannot be explained adequately by his supposed weakness for gambling or his alleged
vow never to refuse a challenge. The dicing scene emphasizes emphatically similarities

between Dharma's son Yudhisthira and Stirya's son Karmna, whose solar ku/a links him to

344 Sisupala, in fact, is the child of Krsna's paternal aunt. When Krsna lists
Slsupalas misdeeds in preparation for killing him, prominent among them is the fact that
Sisupala once had proposed to marry Rukmini, Krsna's beloved wife. (2.42.15)

5 daivam eva param manye paurusam tu nirarthakam .

drstva kuntisute subhram sriyam tam ahrtam tatha (2.43.32)

346 daivam prajiidm tu musnati tejas caksur ivapatat

dhatus ca vasam anveti pasair iva narah sitah (2.52.18)
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Yama — both Yama and Yudhisthira are given the epithet Dharmarija, "King
Dharma."3$7 Karna and Yudhisthira are indeed brothers in the similar conflicts they
experience between svabhiva, an individual's inherend disposition, and svadharma, an
individual's proper rule of conduct - a conflict conducive in each brother to extreme,
self-destructive "generosity.” Sitaputra Karna feels like a ksatriya, King Yudhisthira
feels like a brahmin.?#¢ Yudhisthira's impulsive behavior at Duryodhana's sabAa can be
comprehended only by taking into account his deep-seated urges towards asceticism.
Perhaps in reaction to the extraordinary riches and honors heaped upon him at his
unction, Yudhisthira compulsively gambles away everything: his wealth, his army, his
kingdom, his people. He then wagers his brothers, praising each as he stakes him, as if to

demonstrate how precious is the wager and how thorough his detachment.?4? Finally, he

347 We note as well that it is Yudhisthira who first suspects some family
connection with Kamna; he attributes his passivity during the dicing match to being
stunned by the fact that Karna's feet looked just like Kunti's (see Chapter Two).
Yudhisthira mourns Kama's death as the death of a brother, a sentiment that the four
younger Pandavas never seem to share. This insistence on Kama's feet evokes the story
of Yama, who threatens his shadow mother with his foot and thus is condemned to die.

348 In fact, the bulk of the jtihasd's lengthy didactic books is aimed at persuading
Yudhisthira to accept his rija dharma and not retreat to the forest in search of moksa.

349 Yudhisthira's compulsive gambling away of his possessions, his family, and
his status as king is strongly akin to the behavior of Prince Vessantara from the

Vessantara Jataka composed around the fifth century BCE. Fitzgerald remarks that the
Mahabharata must have strongly rivaled "the pre-eminent and relatively new textual
corpus of the day... the biography of the bodhssartva and Gotama the Buddha." (James L.
Fitzgerald, "India’s Fifth Veda: The Mahabharata's Presentation of Itself," 167)

Gombrich holds that the Pali text of the Vessantara Jataka is more comparable to the
Mahabharata than to anyihing in Pali. At least one passage of the Jataka, a long
catalogue of fauna and flora, is closely modeled on a passage in the epic. (See Cone, The
Perfect Generosity of Prince Vessantara, xxix) Moreover, there are sufficient similarities
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stakes, and loses, himself - is he condemned to total slavery, or has he won the freedom
of utter self-loss? Sakuni reminds him that there is one last possession to gamble,
Draupadi. Yudhisthira responds with a beautiful, and chilling, eulogy to his queen - he

knows he is going to lose her.

She is neither too short nor too tall, neither too dark nor too red, and her
eyes are red with love. I play you for her! Eyes like the petals of autumn
lotuses, a fragrance as of autumn lotuses, a beauty that waits on autumn
lotuses — the peer of $ri! ... Her waist shaped like an altar, hair long, eyes
the color of copper, not too much body hair — such is the woman, king,
such is the slender-waisted Paiicali, for whom I now throw, the beautiful
Draupadi. Come on, Saubala [Sakuni]!350

They throw. Jitam, "We have won!" cries Sakuni.
The incidents that follow are filled with references to vamna, and particularly to
sitas. Duryodhana immediately sends a messenger, a sita, into the women's quarters to

fetch Draupadi. The sita crawls up to her like "a dog in a lions' den."35! He tells her she

between the Vessantara Jitaka and the Rim3yana to suggest a shared influence there as
well.
350 naiva hrasva na mahati natikrsna na rohini
sardga raktanetra ca taya divyamy aham tvaya
Saradotpala patraksya saradotpala gandhaya
saradotpala sevinya ripena srisamanaya
tathaiva syad anrsamsyat tatha syad riipasampada .
tatha syac chila sampattya yam icchet purusah striyam
caramam samvisati ya prathamam pratibudhyate
@ gopalavi palebhyah sarvam veda krtakrtam
abhati padmavad vaktram sasvedam mallikeva ca
vedimadhya dirghakesi tamraksi natiromasa
tayaivam vidhaya rajan paficilyaham sumadhyaya
glaham divyami c@rv angya draupadya handa saubala (2.58.32-37)
351 gveva sa simhagostham (2.60.3)
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has been lost by Yudhisthira to Duryodhana. Draupadi asks how he, a servant, dare
speak to her, and haughtily commands him: "Siata, go to that gambler in the sabha and
ask, "Whom did you lose first, Bhirata, yourself or me? Having found out, return and
take me, son of a sifta!"352 He delivers the message, and Duryodhana orders him again to
fetch her, but the terrified servant protests that he, a si7ta, dare not speak to one such as
Draupadi. We wonder how these class references might have sounded to the silent
Kama. Then Duryodhana's knavish brother Duh$asana rushes to the women's quarters
and drags Draupadi by the hair before the assembly, calling her the Kaunravas "slave,"
dasi. The princess is wearing one simple garment stained with menstrual blood. The
sight of Draupadi seems to excite Karna: "And Karna was utterly delighted by his word
[dasi], and approved of it laughing loudly."35> Kama will pay with his lif for that
laughter.

Kama,Duryodhana,andéakunichecronDnhﬁisana,whiletheomermen in the
assembly remain miserably impotent. Even "wise™ Bhisma equivocates, protesting that
dharma is indeed "subtle”; he is unable to answer Draupadi's question as to whether
Yudhisthira, having already lost himself, could gamble her away.35¢ Then one man
stands up and declares comﬁgeously that in his opinion Draupadi has notbeen won. Itis

one of Duryodhana'’s brothers, Vikarna by name, "Earless” or "Deaf.” The ironic piay on

352 gaccha tvam kitavam gatva sabhayam prccha siitaja

kim nu plirvam parajaisir atrnanam mam nu bharata

etaj jiiatva tvam agaccha tato mam nayasitaja (2.60.7)
333 karnas tu tad vakyam ativa hrstah; sampiijayam asa hasan sa§abdam (2.60.38)
354 na dharmasauksmyat subhage vivaktum; Saknomi te prasnam imam yathavat
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names clearly is intended, for Vikama's righteous intervention infuriates Kama beyond
measure. All but fainting with fury, he rages:
If you think that it was against dharma to bring her into the hall clad in one
piece of clothing, listen to my reply. The Gods have laid down that a

woman shall have one husband, O descendent of Kuru. 7Zss woman is
subject to many men and most certainly is a harlot!355

Karna then says to Duhsisana, "This Vikarna is only a child, babbling of wisdom! Strip
the clothes from the Pandavas and Draupadi!™*¢ Draupadi is saved by a miracle: each
time Duhsasana pulls off one garment, another appears.357

Draupadi, by rejecting sitaputra Karna at the svayamvara, denied herself to him
as his rightful queen. He cannot forgiveh&fm&ehsﬂtmforgmlmdhgﬁm nor
for marrying the haughty men towards wlilom he feels such deep rivalry. Kama's insults
are excessive, obsessive. Still, he desires her. "Quickly choose another husband,

beautiful woman," he proposes.3* But Duryodhana intervenes; he looks invitingly at

(2.60.40)
355 manyase va sabham etam anitim ekavasasam
adharmeneti tatrapi §mu me viakyam uttaram
eko bharta striya devair vihitah kurunandana
iyam tv anckavasaga bandhakiti vinisciti (2.61.26-28, 34-35)
356 duhsasana subdlo ‘yarp vikamah préjiiavadikah
pandavanam ca vasamsi draupadyas capy updhara (2.61.38)

357 The stripping of Draupadi by Duhsasana is another much loved scene heid
vividly in the Indic imagination, with a variant allowed only below the line in the Critical
Edition, although the Poona editors do include a colorful illustration of the scene. The
Vulgate and Bombay editions describe how Draupadi prays to Krsna, and it is he who
effects the miracle of the endless saree. See Critical Edition, p. 3034, notes to line 40.

358 anyam vpmisva patim aSu bhamini (2.63.3)
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Draupadi, exposes his left thigh, and slaps it invitingly.35? We have leamed from
Bhisma's grandfather Pratipa what the left thigh indicates (see above)! Duryodhana's
suggestive gesture seems a preemptive measure to stop Kama from expressing his own
desire 360

Throughout the dicing scene, while the Pandavas and members of the court stand
by helplessly, commenting upon niceties of dharma even while every norm of dharma is
being shattered, Karna is alive to the hypocrisy. Moreover, he pays tribute to Draupadi's

true salfivic value. Afier she has won back her husbands' freedom, Kama speaks:

We do not know of one women famous for her beauty among mankind

who has accomplished such an unheard-of deed! While the Parthas and

the Dhartarastras are filled with anger, Krsna Draupadi has become the

good fortune of the sons of Pandu! When they were boatless, sinking,

drowning in dangerous waters, Paiicili became the Pandavas' boat ro bring

them to the farther shore.36!
Kamna grasps the worth of what he was denied at the svayamvara; lacking his mate, he
will drown while the Pandavas are saved.

The dicing has a sequel. Rescued Yudhisthira is offered another chance to attain

the renunciant's life for which he apparently yearns. In one last, winner-takes-all throw,

359 2.63.11-12
360 Biardeau also reads Duryodhana's gesture as a "hands-off" message to his
friend Kama. Biardeau, "Some Remarks,” 107.
361 ya nah $rut3 manusyesu striyo ripena sammatih
tasam ectadrsam karma na kasyam cana suérumah
krodhivistesu parthesu dhartarastresu capy ati
draupadi panduputranam krsna santir thabhavat
aplave 'mbhasi magnanam apratisthe nimajjatam
paiicadli panduputranam naur esa paragabhavat (2.64.1-3)
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Yudhisthira earns twelve years of exile in the forest, and a thirteenth in mandatory hiding.
He, his wife, and his brothers set out for the wilderness dressed in ascetics’ clothing. In
the lead goes their priest, Dhaumya, chanting hymns to Yama, having fashioned the kusa
grass that is dedicated to Nirrti — the solar twins head the procession to exile!362
Draupadi with her loose disheveled hair seems to embody that dark and dangerous
immortal; the unbound hair is an emblem of her commitment to revenge Duhsasana's
manhandling and sidtapuotra Kama's laughter. As the incarnation of the goddess $ri,
Draupadi is queen to Dharmarédja Yudhisthira; as Nirrti, she is sister of Dharmar3ja
Yama. In Adiparvan, Vaisampayana identifies a dark shadow of the god Dharma named
Adharma, "Lawlessness." Adharma's wife, he says, is Nirrti; their sons are Fear, Panic,
and Death.3632 When, on the eve of battle, Krsna tempts Kama to abandon Duryodhana
and join his brothers, the greatest reward he offers is that "at the sixth turn you shall lie
with Draupadi."** In choosing to refuse that offer, Karna is doomed to lie "in the lap of

Nirpti.” 265

362 krtva tu nairrtan darbhan ghoro dhaumyah purohitah
samani gayan yamyani purato yati bharata (2.71.21)

363 1.60.53

364 gasthe ca tvam tatha kale draupady upagamisyati (5.138.15)

365 Kunti as well may be using Draupadi as a temptation when she pleads with
Kama to join his brothers. Hiltebeitel examines her words, "Enjoy that prosperity (sri)
belonging to Yudhisthira,” bhuiiksva yaudhisthiram srivam (5.143.8), noting that the s
must refer, even if not solely, to Draupadi. Moreover, he observes that these words to
Kama are reminiscent of those earlier fateful words to her sons afier the svayamvara:
"May you all enjoy [it (her)] together," bhuiikteti sametya sarve(1.182.2) "In each
passage,” says Hiltebeitel, " the use of the root by, ‘eat, enjoy,' carries a sexual
overtone. Do we not honor the poets most if we assume that these coincidences - all
concerning words of Kunti to her sons about Draupadi -- are 'real’ and intended?” Alf
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The final assessment of the dicing episode is, not inappropriately, the sita

Samjaya's. Always honest with his king, the faithful charioteer tells Dhytardstra bluntly:

A great feud will follow, and the total destruction of everyone and his

followers shall befall. Thus wamed by Bhisma, Drona, and Vidura, your

foolish and shameless son Duryodhana sent the son of a stz as his usher,

to bring in Draupadi, the Pandavas' beloved wife, who walked in

dharma 3%
For the sita Samjaya, the day’s vilest deed was not Karna's laughter, nor Duhsasana's
attempt to disrobe Krsni, nor Duryodhana's baring his left thigh, but the fact that the
princess was summoned to the assembly by a sidfa. Draupadi will undergo a parallel
humiliation during the time when the Pandavas live disguised in the court of King Virita.
The king's wife has a brother, Kicaka by name, who is not only vile in his being but a
siita by class.36’ He lusts after Draupadi who is disguised as a ladies maid. When she
repulses his advances, addressing him haughtily as sifitaputra, he grabs her by the hair,
throws her to the floor, and kicks her. Draupadi complains bitterly of this insult in the

presence of her disguised husbands, repeating like a refrain the detail of the incident that

Hiltebeitel, The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahabhirata (Ithaca: Comell University
Press, 1976), 226-27.
36¢ tavedam sukrtam rdjan mahad vairam bhavisyati
vinasah sarvalokasya sanubandho bhavisyati
varyamano ‘pi bhismena dronena vidurena ca
pandavanam priyam bharyam draupadim dharmacarinim
prahinod anayeheti putro duryodhanas tava
stitaputram sumandatma nirlajjah pratikdminam (2.72.5-7)
37 The Killing of Kicaka, 4.13-23. There is an intriguing theme dealing with
brothers of queens in the juhdsa. Besides Kicaka, there is Madri's brother, vain Salya,
who allies with Duryodhana and betrays Karna, and Gandhiri's brother, wicked
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she finds most hideous: "A sitaputra kicked me with his foot!"368 We note here that for
haughty Draupadi, Kicaka's crime lies not in assaulting a defenseless servant, but in the
fact that the servant is in fact &satriya Draupadi. The insult is avenged in one of the
1tihasa's most violent!y comic scenes: Bhisma hides under the covers of a bed,
pretending to be Draupadi. When Kicaka attempts to make love to the "princess,”
Bhisma grabs him and beats him to a bloody pulp. Through details like these, the stiAdsa
emphasizes the complex status of the siffa, and Draupadi's especial aversion to them, in
thus developing Kama's social predicament, and his vexed relationship with the woman

who should have been his queen.

Karpa and Savitri

Because of Draupadi's cold rejection, Kama remains without a female partner.
The stihdsa indicates that he does have wives and sons; his women weep over his
headless body in Striparvan.3®® However, no individual partner ever is identified.370 This
last section will take a brief look at the female figure who seems to represent Karna's
solar "other,” ;1 woman who is the antithesis of Yami and Nirrti. Savitri is the daughter of
the Sun, therefore in some sense a sister or double of Karna. Her story is told to

Yudhigthira by the sage Mirkandeya as a reminder that Draupadi will be the Pandavas'

368 tesam mam maninim bharyam siitaputrah padavadhit (4.15.14,16,17,18,19)

369 11.21 .

370 The same holds true for Duryodhana. Neither man is celibate like Bhisma, but
neither has a mate the stisdsa deems worth naming. Karna observes to Krsna that in the
great sacrifice of war to come, Duryodhana will act as Sacrificer and the role of
sacrificer’s wife will be his army. 5.139.42
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salvation. "Savitri” appears immediately before Kundal/dharanaparvan, the "Robbing of
the Earrings," Aranyakaparvan’s penultimate adiiydya, which recounts Karna's birth,
abandonment, and self-mutilation (to be discussed in the folléwing chapter). This elegant
Jjuxtaposition of stories demands that they be read as reflecting one another.37! Savitri,
child of the Sun, is a kind of foil to Karna, his solar "other." Hers is the tale of the defeat
of the Sun Vivasvat's son Yama by the Sun Savity’s daughter. Savitri, as no other female
in the strhisa, is independent, powerful, and thoroughly in control. Her tale is rich and
complex, and this chapter will treat of it only cursorily. On one level, it is a reworking of
the story of Naciketas and Yama in the Kaths Upanisad (see above), now with a woman
for protagonist and the goa! not the renunciation of m3ya but liberation in life and in the
body.372 A few of those parallels will become evident in the following brief outline.

King Asvapati is virtuous and pious, but childless. For eighteen years, he
observes rigid vows and prays to the Sun Savitr. At last, Savity’s daughter, Savitri,
appears to the king and promises that his wife will give birth to a splendid girl. The
child, named after the Sun's daughter, resembles incarnate Sri (an obvious parallel to

Draupadi). Savitri grows up beautiful and wise, but possessed of such fiery splendor that

371 Ancillary stories are found throughout the Critical Edition, except for the final
three short parvans, and frequently are clustered. Adiparvan contains 84 stories,
Aranyakaparvan contains 80, and Santiparvan contains 158. Understanding those
clusters and their themes is a work that begs to be done, and one that will shed much-
needed light on the literary nature of the Mahibhirata.

372 Sutton shows that the AMahabhirata demonstrates an awareness of the
Upanisads as a body of literature. Some Upanisads are directly quoted in the
Mahabharata, and the Kathd is one of the two most frequently quoted, along with the
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no man dares to choose her, for her fgjas keeps him away.3”> Whereas in the Vedic and
Harivamss stories, Saranyii/Samjiia was overpowered by the fejas of her solar husband,
and Kunti is overwhelmed by the fejas of Siirya, here it is a solar female who stuns men
with her tgjas. To find a mate, Savitri sets out into the world on her chariot, another solar
reference.3’* One day Asvapati is sitting with the sage Narada when his daughter returns
to announce that she has chosen a husband, Satyavat, "Truthful.™’5 Satyavat's father,
King Dyumatsena, has gone blind and been driven from his kingdom. Dyumatsena, his
queen, and Satyavat live in a forest hermitage. Narada, who can see into the future,
discloses that Savitri has made a grievous mistake, for Satyavat has one fatal flaw: he is
doomed to die in precisely one year. Savitri cannot be dissuaded: "Long-lived or short-
lived, with virtues or without, my husband once chosen, I will not choose another.™7¢
Savitr's resolve recalls Kamna's obdurate, self-destructive generosity and Bhisma's

horrible vow, but with a difference: Savitri is master of her destiny. She marries

Svetasvatara. As far as | am aware, no one has studied the obvious structural and literary
parallels between "Savitri” and the Katha Upanisad.

373 @am tu padmapalasaksim jvalantim iva tejasa

na kas cid varayam asa tejasa prativaritah

374 Stephanie Jamison shows that Savitri's independent action in finding her own
husband has a Vedic precedent. The Rgveda and other other Vedic texts describe pati-
vedana, "husband finding,” rituals. According to the dharma texts, a father has a limited
amount of time — between three months and three years — to fulfill his duty to find a
husband for a daughter of marriageable age. What is unusual in SavitrT's case is that she
is forced into independent action because her father makes no effort on his own. Then
Asvapati urges her to hurry to find a husband so that he will not incur blame! After she
has chosen Satyavat, however, both fathers ratify the marriage. Stephanie Jamison,
Sacrificed Wife / Sacrificer’s Wife, 240-247.

375 Satyavati is the feminine form of the name!

376 dirghAyur atha valpayuh saguno nirguno 'pi va
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Satyavat and settles in the forest. Putting aside her fine clothing, she dresses in ascetics’
garb. She is a flawless patrivrati, "wife and daughter-in-law," but Narada's words are
present night and day in her grieving mind.

When the fateful hour draws near, Savitri takes a special vow, fasting and
standing upright for three days and nights.377 On the final day, she accompanies Satyavat
into the forest when he goes to chop wood. When they are deep into the forest, he
collapses. Savitri takes his head in her lap and sees approaching a figure clad in a yellow
robe and turban, "like Aditya in his fiery splendor.">’8 It is Yama, "King Dharma,” son
- of the Sun, Lord of Death. He tells Savitri that her husband's time has run out, then
draws from Satyavat's body "a person the size of a thumb,"*7? and proceeds in a southerly
direction. Savitri follows, insisting against Yama's objections that she will go wherever
her husband is led. She addresses Yama as "friend,” as Yami addresses Yama in the
Rgveda3® Savitri pleases Yama with a series of wise observations, each of which eamns
her a boon. She wins eyesight for her father-in-law and the retumn of his kingdom, and

one hundred sons for her father, ASvapati. When she praises Yama as "the glorious son

sakrd vrto maya bharta na dvitiyam vinomy aham (3.278.26)
377 As Naciketas waits for Yama for three days.
318 Adjtyasamatejasam (3.281.8)
31 angustha matram purusam (3.281.6)
Says the Katha Upanisad (4.12):
A person the size of a thumb
resides within the body (atman)
The lord of what was and what will be —
from him he does not hide himself. Olivelle, Upanisads, 242.
380 Rgveda 10.10.1
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of Vivasvat,™8! he grants her a fourth boon, and she cleverly requests one hundred sons
begotten by herself and Satyavat. WhenYama unwittingly agrees, Savitri triumphantly
claims the one boon that can make those sons possible: Satyavat's life. Yama admits
defeat and loosens the nooses with which he has bound the young man. Savitri lifts up
her husband, shoulders his axe, and leads him back to his mother and newly sighted
father.

With Savitri's triumph over the inexorable will of Death, the old story of Yami,
the dependent, rejected female turned to destruction, comes to a kind of resolution.
Savitri's going out in her golden chariot to seek her mate is in counterpoint to Amba's
abduction in the chariot of Bhisma. Savitri accomplishes her will with confident
determination; her écﬁons are the antithesis of Satyavati 's manipulations or Draupadi's
subtletics and underground emotions. Bhisma's willed death at the moment of the winter
solstice, Kamna's self-mutilating generosity, Stirya's mournful setting when his son dies on
Kuruksetra, are reflected in Savitri's victory over her solar "friend” and brother. Another
name for the goddess Savitri is Gayatri, a Vedic synonym for Vac/Sarasvati, not the
subterranean river but the river of the Word. In her is a confluence of symbols that have
been set into play by the sfzhasa’s allusions to the Vedic solar ku/a, and a kind of
resolution effected by one simply reversal: the Sun with its fiery fejas has become female.

The placement of Savitri's story directly before "The Robbing of the Earrings” is a

narrative strategy inviting such comparisons. As discussed previously, the structure of

381 vivasvatas tvam tanayah pratipavams (3.281.40)
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the Mahabharata, its juxtapositions and reflections, are a large part of the stihasd’s
discourse. Savitri refuses traditional stridharma, "women's' rules,” for a higher dharma.
She, perhaps alone among the /tihdsds characters, is "held together,” in possession of a

unified self, capable of upholding the dharma of life over the dharma of death.

Sitas

This chapter has examined some of the literary techniques used in the
Mahabharata in addressing the issues of varna, kula, and dharma. Complex allusions,
plays on names, mythic and ritual references, are integral to the Mahabharata's intricate
net. Not to recognize these is to impoverish the text and to fail to recognize its literary
mastery. Not to explore them, to study their ﬁattcms and intersections, is to
misapprehend the author’s nuanced communications. This dissertation has agreed with
Biardeau's position that we should, at least hypothetically, allow the Mahabharata a
single author, probably a brahmin dependent on the patronage of a ksatriya court. The
lines of separation between these two higher varnas, by the time of the events of the
Mahabharata, have been blurred. There are brahmins who adopt ksatriya ways, like
Krpa, Drona, and Asvatthaman. There are ksatriya who behave like brahmins, like
celibate Bhisma, and even the would-be ascetic Yudhisthira. The ksatriya Visvamitra
even manages to become a brahmin. The Mahabharata introduces a third element into
the brahmin-ksatriya equation: the sita.

This chapter has argued that the Mahabhirata's author explores lineage, class, and

rules of right conduct through the character of Kamna and his earthly and solar families.
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We have seen how importantly the siita figures into that exploration. Clearly, this class
was a major presence in the milieu from which the stihasa developed -- priests, kings, and
warriors who had, from the carliest generations, intermixed, be it in anu/oma marriages or
pratiloma liaisons. The itihdsa presents siitas as acting in a myriad of roles: as bards, like
Vaisampayana, as servants, like the groveling sirta sent to summon Draupadi; as simple
charioteers, like Karna's adoptive father, Adhiratha; as advisors and confidants of kings,
like Samjaya; as generals of a king's army, like Kaca, brother of Virata's queen; even as
kings, like Kama himself, king of Anga. The ksatriya characters of the Mahabharata
have conflicting attitudes towards siitas, yet clearly have grown dependent on their
services. The stihasa claims that it first found expression through sias. It cannot be
irrelevant that Vyasa, when asked at Janamejaya's sacrifice to tell his Great Bharata,
demurs to his student, the siZa Vaisampayana.

If, as is contended here, Kama is indeed the representative of the Mahabharatd's
model audience, then the fact that he is a sita must color our understanding of that
audience. Perhaps the intention is to underscore to the educated members of the court
capable of reading the itihdsa that any pretensions to class purity were long ago
invalidated — the confusion begins with Yayati's "against the grain” marriage to a
brahmin and his prohibited union with the daughter of an asuraking. The sita becomes
the embiem of all men, whatever class they may claim, who never can be certain of their
blood line. However, if there is one powerful indication that the jtzhdsa draws special

attention to the siza class, perhaps even to identify himself with it, is that Krsna, Visnu's
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avalira, is not a ksatriys, as a descendent of Yadu, born of a ksatr7ya man and brahmin
woman, Krsna is a member of a siita k<u/a. The five sons of parthenogenetically pure
Draupadi, arguably stainless ksatriyas, all are slaughtered in the Night Massacre after the
great war.

What, then, are the implications for an individual seeking to fulfill
varnasramadharma? s that search feasible if one is unsure of one's varna? Manu says
that people bomn from the confusion of castes, varmasamkara, may be recognized by their
own "innate activities."%2 Yet, the "innate activities” of a Kaca, a Samjaya, or an
Ugrasravas are decidedly different. Kama demonstrates that the only valid path to
holding together the self, and holding together the world, involves seeking to discover
one's svadharma, the law of one's own being. Yet in his case, that ardent search leads to a
painful, lonely, death.

There is another crucial element in the Xul/a, varna, dharma nexus, and that is
Daiva, Fate. In the end, the stihdsa will ask, just how autonomous 7s the individual? Is
Savitri a lone exception in her defeat of Yama's inexorable will? If the divine &ku/asof
the characters provide motivations and explanations for what occurs on earth, how
deterministic are those events? The next chapter will take up the issues of Daiva and

human initiative, particularly as explored through the character of Karna.

382 10.40, see above.
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Chapter Four

Fate and Human Initiative: Karna and Arjuna

Arjuna is the antithesis of Karmna. Throughout most of the jtzhasa, the
ambidextrous archer, Savyasacin, seems oblivious to the kind of tortured soul-searching
that haunts his eldest brother. With the exception of his loss of heart at the start of the
battle - a dejection that Krsna soothes — Arjuna is in the main untroubled by questions of
svadbarma, he meets most situations with blithe self-confidence. Nowhere is this more
evident than in his relationships with women. Not for Arjuna are the peevish denials of a
Yayiti, Yama, or Bhisma when confronted with feminine importunities. Consider his
encounter with Ullipi. The five brothers have promised one another that when one of
them is alone with Draupadi the couple’s privacy is sacrosanct. If another brother should
intrude, he must live apart for one year as a forest ascetic.3%> One day, early on in their
common marriage, Arjuna inadvertently interrupts a private moment between Yudhisthira
and Draupadi; despite Yudhisthira's protests, he insists on fulfilling the promise. One
suspects that Arjuna is grateful for an excuse for adventure. Arjuna rides forth,
eventually camping on the banks of the Ganges. From the water emerges a beautiful
naga - a snake-woman with the power of taking human form. At the first sight of
Arjuna, she confesse, she had gone mad with love. "Gladden this unique woman today,

O King, with the gift of yourself!™*4 Smiling, Arjuna protests that he is supposed to be

383 1.204.28
3% ananyam nandayasvadya pradanenatmano rahah (1.206.20)
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living the life of an ascetic, but his half-hearied scruples are quickly overturned. The
only woman he need avoid, reasons Uliipi, is Draupadi. Soon Arjuna is beneath the
waters in Uliip's arms. The child produced from their union, Irdavat, will return at
Kuruksetra to fight for his father. Soon thereafter, Arjuna begets another son,
Babhruvahana, on the beautiful princess Citrangada, then abducts and marries Subhadra
with the connivance of her brother, Krsna. Subhadr3 will bear Abhimanyu. Overall, it is
quite a productive year.

There is a deeper issue here, however. Why, we are forced to wonder, are some
lives, like Arjuna's, so fortunate while others are so calamitous? Sexual dalliance, lying,
breaking the ksatriya code of war — numerous adharmic actions that bring catastrophe,
disgrace, and death to some, to Arjuna bring success. If there is no justice in the world,
how is the individual to comprehend his place within it? Where does he look for an
ethical compass? The Mahabharata wrestles with this problem. The "fifth Veda" is
caught in the tension between the older Vedic faith in 72, an overarching cosmic order in
which human beings could participate actively, and the skepticism voiced in the
Upanisads. In the older literature, a person as a member of a particular varpa, through
proper ritual activity, helped to uphold rta and could expect in return a prosperous life

and some sort of heaven after death. However, the Upanisads express doubts about a
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person's ultimate goal. Says Naciketas to Yama: "There is this doubt about a man who is
dead. 'He exists,' say some; others, 'He exists not." I want to know this...."385

The doctrine of karman attempts to answer that ontological and sotereological
question while preserving the proper order of things. According to this doctrine, a
person's actions have consequences, if not in this life then in a future exoistence. The

circumstances in which a person finds himself are attributable to previous deeds. In the

Mahabharata, Yayati explains:

Having died and breathed his last, his good and bad deeds go before him,

following the spirit to another womb. Having died, he takes another body,

O lion among kings. Those who have done good go to a good womb;

those who have done evil go to an evil womb.386
he who finds himself in woeful circumstances -- having been born a siddra or a sizta, for
instance — must accept patiently his lot, follow the dharma of his class, gender, and stage
of life, and trust that in a future life conditions will improve. Nonetheless, what the
individual in the kal/s yuga experiences in this life is incontroveftible: human existence is

marred by pain and followed by death. In the end, by pushing the fructification of one's

385 Katha Upanisad 1.20, in: Patrick Olivelle, ed. and trans., Upanisads (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 234.
386 hitva so 'slin suptavan nisthanitva; purodhaya sukrtam duskrtam ca
anyam yonim pavanagranusari; hitva deham bhajate rajasimha
punyam yonim punyakrto vrajanti; papam yonim papakrto vrajanti (1.85.18-19)
However, Yayati, like most characters in the Mahabharats, has conflicting views
about the powers of karman versus the powers of fate. He says: "Be it happiness or
suffering, a person finds it is dependent on dasva, not on his own powers. Therefore,
understanding the power of destiny, djsfa, he would neither grieve nor rejoice."
sukham hi jantur yadi vapi dubkham; daivadhinam vindati nitma $aktya
tasmad digtarp balavan manyamano; na samjvaren nipi hrsyet kada cit (1.84.7)
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deeds beyond even several births, the doctrine of Aarman is rendered an unknowable and
unknown quantity, virtually non-existent and conceptually ineluctable.3%7 In the world of
the Mahabhairata, there seems to be no justice at work, "no arbiter, no accepted code of
uniform law which explains the diversity of punishments and the discrepancy between
the offence and the crime.™*® The Mahabharata demands that its audience confront that
conundrum. As will be examined below, Karna in particular is punished for behavior that
is rewarded in his brother Arjuna.

One tale in the Mahabharata tackles this problem in a particularly direct manner.
The circumstances of its telling are these: lying upon his bed of arrows, in what must be
the world's longest death-bed oration, Bhisma expounds to Yudhisthira the vast
compendium of philosophy, theology and myth that makes up the siihdsd's large twelfth
and thirteenth books, the Santi and Anusasana parvans. As the latter parvan opens,
Yudhisthira still has not assimilated all that has occurred; he feels personally responsible
for the war and cannot embrace his duty, as victor, to assume kingship. "What is in store
for us and the sons of Dhrtarastra,” he asks the pitamaha, "now that we have committed
that abhorrent deed, driven by time and fury?"3#° Bhisma responds with the story of the

conversation of an old brahmin woman, Gautami, with a hunter named Arjunaka, "Little

387 Sukumari Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancient India (Calcutta: Baulmon
Prakashan, 1995), 40.
388 Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancient India, 273.
389 vayam hi dhartarastras ca kalamanyuvasanugih
krtvedam ninditam karma prapsyamah kam gatim nrpa (13.1.6)
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Arjuna,” Mrtyu {Death), and Kila (Time).3% One day the old woman finds her beloved
son dead from the bite of a serpent. The hunter catches the reptile and brings it to
Gautami, proposing to hack it to death. Gautami replies that such violence would not
only be sinful, it would also be senseless, for it would not bring back her son. Arjunaka
protests: the serpent must be punished for the evil it has wrought and others must be
protected from its bite.3?! The unfortunate snake speaks up: "I have absolutely no will of
‘my own. Mrtyu incited me to the deed. [ bit the child according to his directions, not
from anger or desire. Hunter, whatever sin there is in this matter is Mrtyu's.™92
Arjunaka insists that even if the snake was not the primary cause, he was the instrumental
cause of the child's death and bears responsibility for it. Mrtyu then comes on the scene.
He claims that neither he nor the snake is to be blamed, because he, Death, had acted
under the influence of Kala, "Time." "All beings, moving and immovable, in heaven or
on carth, depend upon Kila. The whole universe, serpent, depends upon Kiala."¥ The
hunter is not convinced; in his view, both the snake andKila are responsible for the
child's death and both deserve to be punished. Now Kila arrives and addresses the

hunter: "Neither I nor Mrtyu nor the snake is guilty in causing the death of the child.

3% 13.1.8-75
39T Once again, the sehasa appears to be playing deliberately with names. The
literal-minded Arjunaka, for whom right and wrong are so white and black, must remind
Yudhisthira of his younger brother. '
392 asvatantram hi mam mrtyur vivasam yad aclicudat
tasyayam vacanid dasto na kopena na kimyaya
tasya tak kilbisam lubdha vidyate yadi kilbisam (13.1.28-9)
393 janigamah sthavaras caiva divi va yadi va bhuvi
sarve kalatmakah sarpakalatmakam idam jagat (13.1.46)
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The child's karman is what excited us, Arjunaka. The cause of his death was nothing
other than his own karman."*** Kaila explains that all human beings are subject to the
influence of their past deeds. Gautami agrees with him, adding that her own past actions
also must have contributed to her son's death. The serpent, Kila, and Mrtyu return to
Bhisma ends his story with apparently contradictory conclusions. "Having heard
this tale,"” he tells Yudhisthira, "be tranquil and do not brood. Know that a person's own
Kkarman leads him to one of the three worlds.” This seems clear enough, but then Bhisma
adds: "This [the evil of the war] was not your doing, nor the doing of Duryodhana.
Know that all those lords of the earth were slain by the doings of Kila."9 Which was it,
then — Kila or karmar? Yaroslav Vassilkov finds in the story's double ending evidence
of a "surgical operation” -- the references to karman, he contends, are later additions. For
Vassilkov, the doctrine of time, kd/avada, and omnipotent fate, dasva, are the very
quintessence of the Mahabharatd's worldview, a worldview encapsulated in the story of

Gautami and the hunter - minus the closing reference to karman.3% Allowing a more

3%4 naivaham napy ayam mrtyur nayam lubdhaka pannagah
kilbisi jantu marane na vayam hi prayojakah
akarod yad ayam karma tan no 'rjunaka codakam
pranasa hetur nanyo 'sya vadhyate 'yam svakarmana (13.1.63-4)
395 etac chrutva sSamam gaccha ma bhis cintiparo ngpa
svakarma pratyayaml lokams trin viddhi manujarsabha
na tu tvaya krtam partha napi duryodhanena vai
kalena tat krtam viddhi vihitd yena parthivah (13.1.74-75)
3% Yaroslav Vassilkov, "K4dlavada (the Doctrine of Cyclical Time) in the
Mahabharata and the Concept of Heroic Didactics,” in Composing a Tradition: Concepts,



189

"literary” reading, we might rather conclude that Bhisma's contradictory remarks are a
narrative strategy to underscore the stihdsa’s ambiguity about the theory of karman
inherited from the Upanisads — a theory that for humans caught in the brutal realities of
life is neither comforting nor ascertainable. Daiva and Kala, "Fate” and "Time" (which I
frequently will express with capital letters, to suggest their cosmic and omnipotent
nuances) are the forces that seem to drive the discernable world.

After Kama has refused Kunti's plea to join the side of his brothers, she ruefully
predicts that the Kauravas are certain to go to their destruction, for "fate is more
powerful," dasvam tu balavattaram.3®’ Her words beg the question: more powerful that
whaf? More powerful, clearly, than the individual's efforts to direct or govern the course
of life.3%® The audience of the Mahabhirata is confronted with a great dilemma, caught
between two fears: the skeptic's fear that nothing one can do can bring about a hoped-for
result because events are not regularly connected; and the fatalist's fear that nothing one
can do can alter what is bound to occur.?®® By putting off the results of one's actions
possibly for lifetimes, the theory of karman risks appearing very much like another
manner of expressing the omnipotence of Fate and the power of Time.

Karna, like his mother, realizes what the author of the jtiidsa and the audience

know as well -- that life in the ka/sage appears arbitrary, that there is some

Techniques and Relationships, ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner (Zagreb:
Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 1999), 25-26.

397 5.144.24

38 Consult Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancient India, 306 fI.

39 Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancieat India, 46-47.
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incomprehensible principle at work stronger than the individual, which the individual
must confront alone. The Mahibharata expresses that principle in a variety of ways. Itis
bhagya, "luck;" niyati, "necessity; “disti, "fortune;" dista "destiny; vidhi, "rule;" * krtants,
"inevitability;" acintya, "the unthinkable;" adrsta, "the unforeseen;" yadrccha, "chance;"”
bhavitavya, "what must be." Most importantly, it is &3/a, meaning both "time" and
"death,” and darsva, literally, "that which comes from the devas, the gods," that 1s,
inexorable "Fate.” In the world of the jtibdsa, dasva operates as "the connecting link
between microcosm and macrocosm,” observes David Shulman; dasva represents "the
individual's situation within the deeper structure of reality.” Its essence is "negativity, in
the sense of destructive, dis-integrating, crooked and unbalancing forces...."4? Krsna will
offer a solution to counter the negative, dis-integrating, and destructive forces of Time
and Fate. But is the solution proposed in the Bhagavadgita available to everyone? Is it
cither appropriate or possible for a man like Karna, like ourselves, the audience? How
can one ever be certain? This chapter will examine the s#ihisa’s explorations of these
issues through Kamna, particularly as in opposition to his nemesis, Arjuna. The forces at
work in Arjuna's life are not destructive or dis-integrating, for they are embodied in
Krsna and Kysna protects Arjuna. How does Krsna guide Arjuna? What are Krsna's
motives? How does Krsna "guide” or "use” Karna? I will argue, again, that the itrhdsa is
not simply a collection of various philosophies and points of view haphazardly collected

together over time. Rather, the Mahabharata structures its explorations into its net.

400 David Dean Shulman, "On Being Human in the Sanskrit Epic: The Riddle of
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Questions of fate and human initiative, fate and divine grace, fate and salvation, fate and
death, are explored through Karna as the /ti3sa’s representative human. By examining
how they play out in his life we can see how they are assumed to play out in the lives of
all people caught within the 4al/f yuga, in the lives of the jtzhasa's audience. However,
before we tum to specific events in Kama's life that illuminate the workings of dasva and
kala, we will look briefly at how these issues are variously articulated, by Dhrtarastra,
Draupadi, and Yudhisthira, and in the important discussions and events of book ten,

Sauptikaparvan, the Night Massacre.

Sauptikaparvan

The Mahibharats's most powerfully rendered discourse about dasva and
purusakira, "human effort,” occurs in the early sections of Sauptikaparvan. The
conversation of Asvatthiman and Krpa is particularly effective because of the hideous
action that follows: the massacre of the sleeping Pandava troops the night the war has
ended.*! When this short and h;rd-mmng parvan opens, Asvatthaman, crazed with grief
over the slaying of his father, Drona, watches an owl sweep down upon a flock of
sleeping crows and kill them all. Thus, he is inspired for his nocturnal raid upon the
Pandava camp. When they hear of his plans, his companions, Krpa and Krtavarman,

consider him mad, and Krpa attempts to dissuade him by ruminating about dasva and

Nala," Journal of Indian Philosophy 22 (March 1994): 359.
401 David Shulman argues that their discussions, "reported with a vicious
verisimilitude [are] characteristic of comedy in its cruel or mocking aspect.” David Dean
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purusakara.“2 Fate, reasons Krpa, is like the rain that falls on a field, human effort like
the proper preparation of the field that it may bear fruit.40> While he extols the
importance of human exertion, Krpa's aim is to dissuade Asvatthaman from an action he
says would be comparable to "splattering blood on a white cloth."4# Asvatthaman
cannot be deterred from his plan. Yet while he believes he is taking initiative here, the
itihasa makes it clear that Asvatthaman is acting as an instrument of Daiva. When he
nears the camp of the sleeping warriors, he finds a towering being guarding the gates — it
is Rudra, Siva in his frightful aspect. Aévatthiman determines to sacrifice himself to that
being, but Rudra praises him, gives him a shining sword, and possesses him. 4
Asvatthaman becomes embodied Daiva, the tool of a cosmic plan that no human could
prevent or alter. As Krsna had said to Arjuna at the start of the Kuruksetra battle, all
those warriors "really have been slain already," nihatih piirvam eva.** Significantly, on
the night of the Massacre, upon Krsna's suggestion, he and the five Pandavas are

spending the night away from the camp.

Shulman, 7ae King and the Clown in South Indian Myth and Poctry (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985), 132.

402 Kypa is one of the martial preceptors of both Pandavas and Kauravas. Born a
brahmin, he adopts the ways of a ksatriya. His twin, Krpi, is married to Drona.
Krtavarman is a king of the Vrsnis, Krsna's people, who sides with Duryodhana in the
battle.

403 pravrste ca yatha deve samyak ksetre ca karsite

bijam mahigunam bhiiyat tatha siddhir hi manusi
tayor daivam viniscitya svavasenaiva vartate
prajilah purusakaram tu ghatante daksyam asthitah (10.2.7-8)

404 ukle raktam iva nyastam bhaved (10.5.15)

405(1.7.64) Asvatthaman in fact is said to be a partial incarnation of Rudra.

406 6.63.33 (Bhagavadgita 11.33)
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Among the warriors killed early on by Asvatthiman is Sikandin. In the previous
chapter, Amba turned Sikhandini turned Sikandin was discussed in relationship to solar
Yami, the rejected twin of Yama who turns to Destruction, Nirrti. Amba had propitiated
fierce Siva and immolated herself as sacrifice to that god. Reborn as the sister/brother of
Draupadi, she brings about the death of Bhisma. Now, in the camp at night, Asvatthaman
and éikanc.lin begin to fight. "Then mighty-armed Asvatthdman, filled with rage, closed
with Sikandin and with his sword cleaved him in two."®7 No sooner has Sikandin been
split asunder -- the male and female halves severed, as it were -- than the warriors of the
Pandava camp have a horrific vision. Amb3, the man-woman, now physically becomes
Kala, Time, as Nirrti, Destruction.

Dark, with bloody mouth and eyes, anointed with a bloody unguents,

wearing a single bloody garment, with noose in hand, they saw her,

Sikhandini, the Night of Time (kalarstri), standing there smiling. ... On

nights past those foremost of warriors had seen her in their dreams,

leading the sleepers away and Drona's son forever killing them.408
This passage has been read — misread, I believe — as a late interpolation, an anachronistic
reference to puranic Durga or Kili. Hiltebeitel calls the lines an "intrusion” that the

parvan can do without.*® Again, however, the Mahabhirata reveals the complex

407 sa tu krodhasamavisto dronaputro mahabalah

sikhandinam samasadya dvidha ciccheda so 'sina (1.8.60)
408 kilim raktasyanayanam raktamalyanulepanim

raktambaradharam ekam pasahastam sikhandinim

dadrsuh kalaratrim te smayamanam avasthitam ..

svapne suptan nayantim (am ratrisv anyasu m&risa

dadrsur yodhamukhyas te ghnantam draunim ca nityada (10.8. 64-66)
409 Alf Hiltebeite!, 7he Ritusl of Battle: Krishna in the Mahabharata (Ithaca:

Cornell University Press, 1976), 326.
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wholeness of its net. Amba, continuing the curse of Yami turned Nirrti, at last fulfills her
purpose, and the purposes of Daiva. Why else would the stih3sa give a name to this
monstrous female? For these doomed warriors, Kilaratri - Night of Time, Night of
Death -- is Sikhandini.

Dhrtarasgra

Dhrtarastra is arguably the most "fatalistic” of the /zh2sd's main characters. He is,
as Georges Dumézil aptly puts it, " a la fois la victime, le doctrinaire et I'agent d'vn destin en
apparence aussi aveugile que ui.”, "at once the mouthpiece and the agent of a destiny apparently
as blind as he is."¢! The blind king dwells in a dark world ruled by inscrutable Dhaty, the
"Ordainer," personified Fate. When Duryodhana demands that his father invite
Yudhisthira to play the game of dice, Dhrtarastra, foreseeing disaster, but with "his mind
clouded by daiva," darvasammmidhacetih, yields to his son's plan, deeming it "invincible
fate,” dustaram daivam*'! "Everything obeys the commands of Dhatr," he says to excuse
the dice game; "the world acts through compulsion, not self-wiil."4!2 Later, witnessing
the Kuruksetra battle through the eyes of Samjaya, he tells his sita that "everything has
been arranged by Dhatr” and therefore cannot be otherwise.** Faithful Samjaya councils
Dhrtarastra to take responsibility for the fruit of his actions, not to blame the devastation

on fate but to accept "here or hereafiter” the karman created by his own deeds, according

410 Georges Dumézil, Mythe et Epopée (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), 162.

4112.51.16 ’

412 dhatra tu distasya vase kiledam sarvam; jagac cestati na svatantram (2.51.25)
413 pura dhatra yatha srstam tat tatha na tad anyatha (6.72.26)
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to the reality of his sins.4'¢ However, once the war has been fought, Samjaya advises

resignation in the face of the unbearable devastation.

What must be must be, do not grieve over it. Who can prevent Fate even
with the greatest wisdom? No one at all can step beyond the path
bestowed by the Disposer. All is rooted in Time: being and nonbeing,

happiness and unhappiness.4!5
Dhrtarastra’s obsessive fatalism generally is supported by those around him. "The way of
daiva cannot be controlled by anyone at all,” Vidura tells his half-brother.4!6 Up to the
end of his life, Dhrtarastra is reassured that the war was not his or his family's fault; it
was brought about by irresistible Fate: "Daiva cannot be resisted by human effort."41?
Clearly, the efforts of Dhrtarastra and those around him to transfer responsibility for the
war's the horror to blind destiny betray a decp unease. To admit that human effort,
purusakara, can be effective in producing results is to accept, according to the doctrine of
karman, that those results will pursue the individual in this life or another. The
Mahabharata challenges its audience to examine that doctrine; only the truly sighted may

have the courage to embrace it. At the same time, the Mahabharata everywhere supports

414 tvam evadya phalam bhuriksva kytva kilbisam atmana

atmana hi krtam karma dtmanaivopabhujyate

iha va pretya va rajams tvaya praptam yathatatham (6.73.2-3)
415 bhavitavyam tatha tac ca natah Socitum arhasi

daivamn prajiia visesena ko nivartitum arhati

vidhatrvihitam margam na kas cid ativartate

kalamiilam idam sarvam bhavabhavau sukhasukhe (1.1.86-87)
416 pa ca daivakrto margah sakyo bhiitena kena cit (11.8. 18)
417 na tad duryodhanakstam na ca tad bhavata krtam

na karna saubalabhyam ca kuravo yat ksayam gatah

daivam tat tu vijanimo yan na sakyam prabadhitum
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a view that there is a universal cosmic order that must be, and will be, upheld. There is a
plan. Humans participate in that plan; either willingly or despite themselves they act to
fulfill it.

Yudhisthira and Draupadi

Yudhisthira is not unlike Dhrtarastra in his conclusions about fate. "Everything is
controlled by Dhitr," he muses, as he sets out for the dice game.*18 Sabhaparvan tells us
that Daiva is a force that drives and intoxicates; in Shulman's analysis, neither Dhrtarastra
nor Yudhisthira are able to hold out against it.4!* However, as discussed in the previous
chapter, Yudhisthira appears almost eager to divest himself of everything that keeps him
bound to his dharma as heir to the throne. Dhrtarastra is too weak even to wish to be
cured of his blindness; his mind is clouded by Daiva; Yudhisthira, one might say, has a
mind clouded by dharma. Early in their exile, Draupadi and Yudhisthira engage in an
intense discussion in which Draupadi berates Yudhisthira for his weakness and
passivity.420 It is high time he stands up to the Kauravas, she insists. Yudhisthira
responds that the eternal law, dharmah sanatanah, of the wise is to be patient and gentle;
he intends to obey that law.42! Draupadi will have none of it. She reminds him of his

defeat at the dicing match. Yes indeed, she says, men follow the commands of Dhatr like

daivam purusakarena na sakyam ativartitum (15.16. 1-2)
418 dhatra tu distasya vase kiledam (2.52.14)
419 David Dean Shulman, "Devana and Daiva," in Ritual, State and History in
South Asia: Essays in Honoar of J. C. Heesterman, ed. D. H. A. Kolff, A. W. van den
Hoek, M.S. Oort (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 359.
420 3 30-33
42! etad atmavatim vrttam esa dharmah sanatanah
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bulls led by nose ropes.“22 Having witnessed the Pandavas' suffering and the success of
Duryodhana, she declares, "I condemn Dhitr, who sanctions such misfortune."423
Yudhisthira pleads with her not to revile the Ordainer; he claims that his own behavior is
driven only by dharma. "1 do not act seeking the fruits of dharma; I give because I am
compelled to do so, I sacrifice because | am compelled to do so!"424 Indeed, he admits,
his mind by its very nature, svabhavay, is possessed by dharma.*>> Dharma and darva are
conflated in Yudhisthira's mind. Draupadi rejects Yudhisthira's worldview. "What
comes to a man through absolute necessity, A3that, through fate, daivat, through his very
nature, svabhavait, or through action, karmanas, is all the fruit of his previous actions,”
she says.426 The importance of positive action is what Draupadi would teach Yudhisthira.
"The one who holds that the supreme thing in the world is destiny, and the one who holds
it is absolute necessity, are both outcasts. The faculty of action is praised!"427 Yet even
Draupadi must allow that the artifices of the gods are inscrutable.428

Everything, whether it comes from destiny or absolute necessity, is

inscrutable. What we perceive as coming either from necessity or from
destiny is actually the chain of cause and effect. Some comes from fate,

ksamai caivanrsamsyam ca tat kartasmy aham afijasa (3.30.50)
422 manih stitra iva proto nasyota iva govrsah

dhatur adesam anveti tanmayo hi tad arpanah (3.31.25)
423 dhataram garhaye partha visamam yo ‘nupasyati (3.31.39)
42 nzham dharmaphalanvesi rajaputri caramy uta

dadami devam ity eva yaje yastavyam ity uta (3.32.2)
425 dharma eva manah krsne svabhivic caiva me dhrtam (3.32.4)
426 evam hathiic ca daivac ca svabhivat karmanas tatha

yani pripnoti purusas tat phalam plirvakarmanah (3.33.18)
471 yas$ ca dista paro loke yas ciyam hatha vidakah

ubhav apasadav etau karma buddhih prasasyate (3.33.11)
428 giidhamaya hi devatah (3.32.34)
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some from the stars, some from a person’s own actions; thus a man obtains
the fruits, there is no fourth way.4?°

Draupadi does not reject determinism outright, but urges that in the structure of causality
the preordaining force of darva is not absolute; human effort is also a significant factor.43¢
In her view, Yudhisthira is too ready to surrender passively to some imagined will of
Dhatr.

Yudhisthira, however, may not be as fatalistic as Draupadi imagines. His struggle
rather centers 'on the conflicting life-ethics of pravrtd, a turning towards the world, and
nivrit, a turning away from the world in search of moksa. Suspecting the illusory nature
of so-called reality, his instinct is to turn away from the world and to find final release
from its cycles. During the exile, he has the opportunity to question the great sage
Mirkandeya. Observing that the evil sons of Dhrtarastra seem to prosper while he and
his wife and brothers suffer hardships, he wo:iders how it can be said that humans reap
their just rewards. How does I$vara, the Supreme Being, operate? Do a man's good and
evil deeds follow him into another birth? How s0?43! Markandeya explains that a man's
actions follow him from womb to womb. Those ?rho believe that krtintavidhi, "the law

of inevitability,” governs everything are ignorant. A person who lives a virtuous life

429 asti sarvam adrSyam tu distam caiva tatha hathah
drsyate hi hathac caiva distic carthasya samtatih
kim cid daivad dhathat kim cit kim cid eva svakarmatah
purusah phalam apnoti caturtham natra karanam (3.33.31-2)
430 Niicholas Sutton, Religious Doctrine in the Mahabhirata (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 2000), 374-75.
4313 181.4-8
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usually, prayasah, will be rebomn from a noble womb.432 How much hangs upon that
"usually™ In the end, even the great Markandeya equivocates, using words almost
identical to Draupadi’s: "Some of what men acquire comes from dasva, some from the
stars, some even through their own actions, O king. Don't give it another thought."433
Yudhisthira, of course, will continue to give it a good deal of thought.

What is most striking in the Mahabharatd's numerous dialogues dealing with the
relative merits and demerits of human action and the power of Daiva is the lack of
agreement on the effectiveness of human action. The belief that human exertion is
effective stands in an unresolved state of tension with the claims that the will of I$vara or
Dhatr, or the inscrutable machinations of fate and necessity are the primary causaﬁ\)c
forces at work in the worid.43¢ This dilemma is further complicated when the doctrine of
karman is added to the equation. On one hand, karman places responsibility for the
suffering and pleasures of life squarely upon the individual human being. Fate canbe
influenced l;recisely because it is not arbitrary. On the other hand, the individual can be
perceived as being helplessly bound by the results of his past actions; in this sense, fate is
not "blind," but it is inexorable.'

The Mahabharata, then, offers its audience any number of arguments about dasva,

karman, kala, and purusakira through discourses in which nothing ever is resolved. A

432 3.181.24-30
433 kim cid daivid dhathat kim cit kim cid eva svakarmabhih
- prapnuvanti nara rajan ma te 'stv anya vicirapa (3.181.32)
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further element that must be considered is that so many of the jtihdsd's characters are said
to be partial incamations of devas or asuras. To what extent can these characters be said
to have "past lives"? Are they subject to the laws of karman or the workings of dajva in
the sense that ordinary humans are? This important question is dealt with, I believe,
through the character of Kama. The remainder of this chapter will look at Kama's

attitude towards purusakira and daijva, and examine how these forces play out in his life.

The Story of Mahakarni

After Duryodhana's plan to have the Pandavas burn to death in the lacquer house
fails, after Arjuna wins the prize at the svayamvara and the brothers have jointly married
Draupadi, Duryodhana returns to Hastinapura shamed, jealous, and eager to plot revenge.
When Drona, Bhisma, and Vidura advise reconciliation, Duryodhana and Kama argue
that the Kauravas must devise methods to break their cousins' burgeoning strength.
Duryodhana imagines devious schemes to alienate the brothers from one another and
Draupadi from her husbands. Karna now assumes the role of advisor — a role appropriate
to a sirta — and.he is blunt: "Duryodhana, I don't think you have your wits entirely
together!"435 The Pandavas, he says, cannot be overcome by trickery, bribery, or
corruption, for they are protected by destiny, disfa.43 There is but one course of action:

to make war before the Pandavas have struck roots. Above all, Karna councils,

434 Bruce J. Long, "The Concepts of Human Action and Rebirth in the
Mahabhirata," in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger
O'Flaherty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 44.

435 duryodhana tava prajiia na samyag iti me matih (1.194.1)
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Duryodhana must act defore Krsna arrives on the scene. "There is nothing that Krsna
WOl:lld not sacrifice for the sake of the Pandavas!"437

Bhisma, Drona, and Vidura are scandalized by Kama's suggestion. To Kama's
and Duryodhana's great disgust, they convince Dhrtarastra to seek not war but
reconciliation by ceding to the Pandavas part of the kingdom. The older generation wins
the argument. Nonetheless, Karna's advice will prove to have been prescient. Had the
Kauravas waged war on the Pandavas before Krsna arrived, before Arjuna and Krsna
cleared the Khandava tract, before Yudhisthira built his sabAa, performed his r3jasiya,
and won the allegiance of so many princes and kings, Duryodhana might easily have
secured his place on the throne with a short, minimally destructive war. This is the first,
but far from the last, instance where Karna is thwarted in acting as his instincts dictate
and reviled for what in another would win praise.

When Kama realizes that his advice will not be heeded, he bitterly lashes out at
the elders whom he deems hypocrites. Is it not amazing, he sneers, that men who live at
the king's largesse should give advice to the disadvantage of the king's son! Yet perhaps
it could not be otherwise, Karna muses: "In difficult times friends are neither for better
nor for worse. Be it misery or happiness, everything happens according to rule!™3% He
proceeds to tell a curious little story. Because this is his first speech of any length, it

must play a significant part in our understanding of Karna.

436 1.194.1-10

437 natyajyam asti krsnasya pandavarthe (1.194.16)
438 na mitrany arthakrcchresu Sreyase vetaraya va



It is said that once upon a time in Rijagrha a certain Ambuvica was king
of the princes of Magadha. He was lacking in all abilities, he could only
breathe in and out, and in all matters was dependent on his minister. The
minister, Mahakami, soon became the sole lord. Thinking his power was
secure, he began to behave contemptuously. The fool took for himself all
the pleasures, women, jewels, riches, and powers of the king. Having
taken what he coveted, his avariciousness only increased; having taken
everything, he wanted to take the kingdom. The king was lacking in all
abilities, he could only breathe in and out, yet it is said that the minister,
for all his striving, was unable to take the kingdom. What then was the
king's sovereignty if not destined to be? If your sovercignty is destined to
be, O lord of the people, in the eyes of the whole world it will remain with
you forever. And if it is not destined to be, for all your striving you will
not obtain it. Knowing this, consider the good and bad intentions of your
ministers and pay attention to the words of the evil ones as well as the
gwd ones. 439

Kama's story is cynically fatalistic, as the play on names, Karna and Mahakarni,
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underscores. A karpiis a kind of arrow whose tip is shaped like an ear. The pun with his

name betrays a certain grim humor on Kama's part. Although the tale is an attack on

“vidhipiirvam hi sarvasya duhkham va yadi va sukham (1.196.15)
439 Sriiyate hi pura kas cid ambuvica iti srutah
asid rajagrhe rija magadhanam mahiksitam
sa hinah karanaih sarvair ucchisa paramo ngpah
amityasamsthah karyesu sarvesv evabhavat tada
tasyamatyo mahiakamir babhuivaikesvarah pura
sa labdhabalam atraanam manyamaino 'vamanyate
sa rajiia upabhogyani strivo ratnadhanani ca
adade sarvaso miudha aiSvaryam ca svayam tada
tad adaya ca lubdhasya labhil lobho vyavardhata
tathi hi sarvam adaya rajyam asya jihirsati
hinasya karanaih sarvair ucchvasaparamasya ca
yatamino ‘pi tad rijyam na sas@keti nah Srutam
kim anyad vihitan ninam tasya sa purusendrata
yadi te vihitam rajyam bhavisyati vi§am pate
misatah sarvalokasya sthisyate tvayi tad dhruvam
ato ‘nyatha ced vihitam yatamano na lapsyase
evam vidvann upadatsva mantrinam sadhv asadhutam



203

Bhisma, Drona, and Vidura, Kama includes himself in the critique. "Listen to us all,
Duryodhana,” Karna seems to be saying, "but understand that whether or not you keep

the kingdom will be determined in the end by Fate.”

Father's and Sons: The Robbing of the Earrings

As the son of a great deva, Karna is akin to his brothers. In Aranvakaparvan,
Kama will encounter his divine father, Stirya, as will Arjuna, Yudhisthira, and Bhima
encounter their fathers, Indra,*° Dharma,*! and Vayu, here in his incarnation as the great
monkey Hanuman.*2? Arjuna is identified repeatedly as Nara, counterpart of Krsna
Nariyana. In Aranyakaparvan, after Arjuna has set off in search of divine weapons, he is
told by Siva hi;nself that in a previous existence he was Nara, together with his friend
Narayana.** Then Arjuna sces Yama, who, acknowledging his shared solar Au/a with
Kammna, make; Arjuna a promise: "Kama, a particle of my father, the god who sends heat
to all the world, the mighty hero Karna, will be slain by you, Dhanamjaya. "4
Thereupon, Arjuna is transported to Indra's heaven where he lives in his father's palace
for five years.

Daiva dictates a different sort ;)f course for Kama, who from infancy is deprived

of the privileges of high class enjoyed by his brothers. Kama is a sensitive yet eminently

dustanam caiva boddhavyam adus{anam ca bhasitam (1.196.17-25)
440 3 4349
441 3 295-299
442 3.146-150
443 pnaras tvam purvadehe vai narayana sahayavan (3.41.1)
444 pitur mamamso devasya sarvalokapratapinah
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realistic man, who must struggle to live the ksatriya identity forbidden to him by Fate.
Ignorant of his paternity, he nonetheless is attracted instinctively to the Sun and worships
Strya daily. Moreover, there is the fact of his golden armor and earrings. As long as
Karna bears these, he is invulnerable. Kama's loss of divinity with the robbing of his
congenital kundalas and kavaca signals his birth into mortality. He now must rely upon
his unaided human effort while remaining vulnerable to dajva. This had to be if Kama
was to be representative of the audience of the Mahabhirata.

Kundaliharana, "The Robbing of the Earrings,” penultimate adhyaya of
Aranyakaparvan, immediately follows the story of Savitri, discussed in Chaptter Three.
The Savitr story represents a singular overcoming of Kala and Daiva, perhaps even of
the laws of karman, for Savitri defeats Death, and her dead husband is rebom into the
samebody in the same lifetime. Savitri, daughter of the Sun, is related to Kamna through
the solar ku/a, a link stressed by the dramatic proximity of her tale and Kamna's. "The
Robbing of the Earrings,” is among the Aah3bharats's most moving and poetically
rendered chapters. It begins with a question, is interrupted with another question at its
moment of highest tension, flashes back many years, then takes up again the original
narrative. It is a story of fathers and sons. It is prompted by a question Janamejaya asks
Vaisampayana, in reference to words spoken by the sage Lomasa to Yudhisthira early in
the exile, and éarly in Aranyakaparvan. Here is another instance of how the jtihisa

constructs its net and manipulates time. As discussed above, Yudhisthira had confessed

karnah sa sumahaviryas tvaya vadhyo dhanamjaya (3.42.20)
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to spending sleepless nights worrying about Kamna, for whom he feels a certain great fear.
Having heard the story of Savitri, Janamejaya now wants to hear more about that great
fear concerning Kama. Vaisampayana obliges. "When the twelfth year had passed and
the thirteenth arrived,” the bard begins. 445 The exile is ending. The Pandavas need to
pass one more year in disguise and then they can return to press their claim to the
kingdom. Meanwhile, says VaiSampayana, out of love for his son Arjuna, Indra had
devised a scheme to weaken Karna, reckoning, it seems, that the divine weapons given to
Arjuna will not be sufficient to defeat the sitaputra. Siirya is aware of Indra's plan and,
filled with compassion and affection for his son, appears to Karmna a dream to warn him
that Indra will disguise himself as a brahmin and beg for the golden earrings and armor.

Kama, if you give away your beautiful congenital earrings, your life will

be destroyed and you will fall under the control of Death, Mrtyu.

Honorable one, with your armor and earrings, in battle you are inviolable

to your enemies — mark my words. Your two jewels have arisen from the

Elixir; they must be protected, Kama, if life is dear to you.#6

Karna tells Strya that he cannot be kept from his life's vow: to give to any
brahmin whatever he asks. "Fame like a mother gives life to a man in the world. Infamy

kills the living even when the body is alive," he says. "By giving away these congenital

445 dvadase samatikréinte varse priipte trayodase (3.284.5)
446 yadi dasyasi karpa tvam sahaje kundale subhe
ayur ah praksayam gatva mrtyor vasam upesyasi
kavacena ca samyuktah kundalabhyam ca manada
avadhyas tvam rape 'rinam iti viddhi vaco mama
amrtad utthitam hy etad ubhayam ratnasambhavam
tasmid raksyam tvaya kamna jivitam cet priyam tava (3/284.18-20)
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objects I will obtain eternal fame."**? The Sun responds tartly, "The fame of a dead
mortal is like a garland on a corpse!"4¢ Karna, however, is strongly attracted to the idea
of posthumous "fame.” It may be all he has to win. The Sun does not reveal his

patemity, but he hints to Karna that there is something higher and "god made" within him

of which Kama is unaware.

A secret of the god cannot be known to you, bull among men, so I will not
tell you the secret. In time you will know it. I repeat again, Radheya,
listen: do not give your earrings to the mendicant! ... With your earrings,
Arjuna cannot defeat you in battle even if Indra himself were his arrow.
Therefore do not give your beautiful earrings to Indra, Kama, if you want

to vanquish Arjuna in combat.+?

Kama is unmovable. "I do not fear Mrtyu as I fear falsehood, ... and I w7//vanquish
Arjuna in battle. Sanction my vow, O best of gods. If Indra comes begging I will give

him my life itself!"450 Realizing his son will not bend, Siirya advises him to ask in return

447 kirtir hi purusam loke samjivayati matrvat

akirtir jivitam hanti jivato ‘pi aririnah (3.284.32)

so "ham sariraje dattva kirtim prapsyami sasvatim (3.284.35)
4% mrtasya kirtir martyasya yatha mila gatayur ah (3.285.6)
449 asti catra param kim cid adhyatmam devanirmitam

atas ca tvam bravimy etat kriyatam avisanikaya

deva guhyam tvaya jiiatum na Sakyam purusarsabha

tasman nakhyami te guhyam kale vetsyati tad bhavan

punar uktam ca vaksyami tvam radheya nibodha tat

masmai te kundale dadya bhiksave vajrapanaye (2.285.8-10)

na tu tvam arjunal Saktah kundalabhyam samanvitam

vijetum yudhi yady asya svayam indrah Saro bhavet

tasman na deye sakraya tvayaite kundale subhe

samgrame yadi nirjetum kama kamayase 'rjunam (3,285.16-17
450 bibhemi na tatha mrtyor yatha bibhye 'nrtad aham ...

.. vVijesyami rane 'fjunam ...

idam tvam anujanihi surasrestha vratam mama
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the boon of Indra's unfailing spear. When Karna awakens from the dream, he prays to
Stirya and tells the god his dream. With a slight smile, the Sun replies, "So be it."45!

At this dramatic moment, Janamejaya interrupts the story to ask VaiSampayana,
"What was the secret that the hot-rayed one did not tell Karma?"452 The bard then sweeps
the audience back into the past, and into earlier sections of the /tiigsa. The story of
Karna's conception already has been told briefly in Adiparvan*>* Now we hear in
beautiful and moving detail about the visit of the irascible ascetic to the palace of King
Kuntibhoja and its fateful outcome. VaiSampayana does not name the ascetic, but earlier
he was identified as Durvasas, the "Unclothed One," whose terrible demands are
documented throughout the strhdsa. In Anusasanaparvan, Krsna relates an encounter with
the naked Durvasas, who wanders about asking for hospitality threatening, "He who
would give me shelter should not anger me."45* Durvasas goes so far as to have Krsna's
wife Rukmini pull him about while yoked to a chariot, while Krsna remains nonplused.
Both husband and wife earn boons for their "hospitality."+55 This, then, is the figure to

whom the "child-loving” Kuntibhoja "gives" Kunti.4’6 Kunti submits: "It is my very

bhiksate vajrine dadyam api jivitam atmanah (3.286.6-9)

451 yvaca tam tathety eva kamam stiryah smayann iva (3.286.19)

452 kim tad guhyam na cakhyatam kamayehosna rasmina (3.287.1)

453 1.104

454 yo mam kas cid vasayeta na sa mam kopayed iha (13.144.14)

455 13.144. During this same visit, Durvasas tells Krsna to smear himself with
some rice-milk, payasa, but Krsna neglects to smear the soles of his feet. The ascetic
tells him that all the parts that have been covered in the sweet will be invulnerable.
Indeed, the arrow that ends Krsna's life on earth strikes the avatara in the foot.

456 prtham paridadau tasmar dvijaya sutavatsalaf (3.289.12)
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nature to honor the twice-born."457 She will pass on this trait to Karna. Nonetheless, we
wonder if Kuntibhoja's "hospitality” towards Durvasas is what Kunti remembers when
years later she bitterly complains to Krsna that "like a gambler” her father had awarded to
his friend - only for the friend to give her to an ascetic (see Chapter Three).

Despite Durvasas' demands, faultfinding, and abusive speech, Kunti is never
displeasing. Afier a year of servitude, the ascetic rewards her with the secret mantra that
is, among the many boons recorded throughout the Mahabharata, surely the most
portentous. "Whichever god you call with this mantra, my dear girl, will have to obey
your will."45% What follows after Durvasas leaves is a tender love story unique in the
itihasa. K@ﬁs first menstrual penod has started, and she feels ashamed that she still is
unmarried.

Then Prtha [Kunti] saw the thousand-rayed orb rising, ablaze, and she was

not satiated by the beauty of the Sun come at the juncture of night and day.

Her eyesight became divine and she beheld the divine-looking god,

wearing armor and adorned with earrings.45?

Kunti uses her mantra to call the Sun, and he, by the power of his yoga, spliﬁ himself in
two.*® Still shining in the sky, he comes to her in the form of a resplendent man.

Tenderly he asks her what he should do for her, and when Kunti timidly attempts to send

457 esa caiva svabhdvo me piijayeyam dvijan iti (3.288.2)
458 yam yam devarn tvam etena mantrenavahayisyasi
tena tena vase bhadre sthatavyam te bhavigyati (3.289.17)
459 athodyantam sahasramsum prtha diptam dadarsa ha
na tatarpa ca riipena bhanoh samdhyagatasya sa
tasya drstir abhiid divya sipasyad divyadarSsanam
amuktakavacam devam kundalabhyam vibhiisitam (3.290.4-5)
460 yogit krtva dvithatmanam (3.290.9)
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him away, he reads her inmost thoughts. "Your intention, lovely girl, was to have by
Strya a son whose heroism is unequalled in the world, wearing armor and earrings."46!
She worries about propriety and dharma, about what her father and mother will think;
still, she is unable to resist Strya's attraction. "Having given myself to you, dangerous
one, I will remain virtuous. In you are the dharma and glory, fame and life of embodied
beings."#2 Surya promises that after making love with him her virginity will be
restored, and that their son will wear divine armor and earrings given by Aditi made from

the Elixir. Kunti surrenders.

"Utterly, lord god, will I make love with you, if my son will be as you say,

lord of stars,” said Kunti. "So be it," replied the sky-goer, and possessed

Kunti with his yogic self, penetrating her to the navel. Then she was

shaken by Siirya's splendor, and the princess fell upon herbedina

- SWOON.463

The story of Kunti's seduction and its aftermath is crafied with great poetic care,
including finely rendered details about traits os Kunti and Siirya that their child will
inherit. None other of the Pandavas is born from passion or tenderness. When Kunti
uses her mantra again it is to please Pandu, who has been cursed to an existence where

death and sex are one. No details are given of Kunti's union with Dharma, Indra, and

461 tavabhisampdhih subhage stiryat putro bhaved iti
viryenapratimo loke kavaci kundaliti ca (3.290.13)
462 atmapradanam durdharsa tava krtva sati tv aham
tvayi dharmo yaso caiva kirtir ayus ca dehinam (3.291.11)
463 paramam bhavagan deva samgamisye tvaya saha
vadi putro bhaved evam yath3 vadasi gopate
tathety uktva tu tam kuntim avisesa vihamgamah
svarbhanu satrur yogatma nabhyam pasparsa caiva tam
tatah sa vihvalevasit kanya siiryasya tejasa
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Viayu, nor of Madri's union with the two Asvins. Those impersonal and functional
encounters are in stark contrast to Kunti’s ravishment by Stirya. Kama is a love child.
The infant is as beautiful as his father had promised, yet as soon as he is born,
Kunti, upon the advice of her nurse, sets him adrift on the river Asva in a little basket,
finely covered and sealed with beeswax. Her lamentations and adolescent longings are

heartbreaking.

May you be safe from the beings of the earth, the middle regions, and
heaven, little son, and from the creatures of the deep. May your pathways
be benign, blessed, and unobstructed, and may those who approach you,
son, be free from malice. ... May your father, light of lights, guard you
everywhere, he who gave you to me, son, surely by divine direction. ...
All the gods must guard you in the smooth and in the rough. I will know
vou even in a foreign land by the armor that identifies you. Fortunate is
your father, the wide-shining Sun, who, with his divine eye, will see you
floating along. Fortunate is the woman who will adopt you as her son, at
whose breasts you will drink thirstily, O son of a god. 44

Kama's basket floats from river to river, until it is found in the Ganges by the sita
Adhiratha and taken home to Ridha, his childless wife. When the boy grows up, his

loving father recognizes his son's martial aspirations and sends him to Hastinapura, where

papatatha ca sa devi sayane miudha cetana (3.291.22-4)
464 gvasti te 'stv antariksebhyah parthivebhyas ca putraka

divyebhyas caiva bhiutebhyas tatha toyacards ca ye

sivas te santu panthano ma ca te paripanthinah

agamas ca tatha putra bhavantv adroha cetasah ...

pita tvam patu sarvatra tapanas tapatam varah

yena datto 'si me putra divyena vidhina kila ...

raksantu tvam surah sarve samesu visamesu ca

vetsyami tvam videse 'pi kavacenopasiicitam

dhanyas te putra janako devo bhanur vibhavasuh

yas tvam draksyati divyena caksusa vahini gatam

dhanya sa pramada ya tvam putratve kalpayisyati
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Karna leamns archery from Drona. "He always competed with Arjuna... and Arjuna with
Kama from when he first set eyes upon him."4 Karna also prays daily to Stuirya, and at
those times brahmins were wont to approach him for alms, for Karna would not refuse
anything. One day, "Indra, become a brahmin, approached him and said, 'Give me alms.'
And Radheya replied, "'Welcome!"™466 The tale has been brought back masterfully to the
point where it had been interrupted by Janamejaya's question.

The brahmin asks, as Kama had been forewamed, for the armor and earrings.
Karna offers him land, women, cows, anything, but the brahmin is adamant. Kama,
laughing now, tells him he knows who he is and demands a barter: "In exchange for the
armor and earrings, give me the unerring spear, Indra, that kills hoards of enemies in
hostile encounter."%” The god agrees, with one stipulation: "In your hand the spear,
having killed one powerful, roaring, shining enemy, will then return to me, son of a
siita."* The god presciently adds that the enemy Kamna wants to destroy is protected by
Krsna.46? He assures Karna, however, that he will not look loathsome after the self-
mutilation. Accepting the spear, Karna takes his sharp sword and flays his body. The

poet now breaks into &rsfubh meter, surely to do justice to this intensely moving moment.

yasyas tvam trsitah putra stanam pasyasi devaja (3.292.10-17)
465 sada hi tasya spardhasid arjunena visam pate
arjunasya ca kamena yato drsto babhiiva sah (3.293.19)
466 tam indro brahmano bhutva bhiksam dehity upasthitah
svagatam ceti radheyas tam atha pratyabhisata (3.293.23)
467 varmana kundalabhyam ca Saktimm me dehi vasava
amogham Satrusamghanam ghatinim prtani mukhe (3.294.21)
468 seyam tava karam pripya hatvaikam ripum iirjitam
garjantam pratapantam ca mam evaisyati stitaja (3.294.25)
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Then heavenly kettledrums resounded and flowers rained from heaven at

the sight of Kama flayed by his own sword, while the hero among men

kept smiling. Then, having cut the armor from his limbs, he gave it, still

wet, to Vasava, then cut off the earrings and gave them, too. For this

deed, Karpa is known as Vaikartana, "He who has Flayed Himself."470
When they leam of Karna's self-mutilation, the Kauravas are deeply dejected, while the
Pandavas, whose twelve years of exile have ended, rejoice. Daiva has prevailed over

Karna's human efforts to protect himself.

Fathers and Sons: The Drilling Woods

Aranyakaparvan does not close with Kundalaharanaparvan. As the "Robbing of
the Earrings" was bracketed on one side by the story of Savitr's conquest of Yama, it is
bracketed on the other with the curious episode called "The Drilling Woods."™’! The
themes of this story, again, are dasva, dharma, and the conquest of death. It resonates with
both the Savitri tale and with book seventeen, Mahaprasthanikaparvan, "The Great
Departure." In that penultimate book, the god Dharma tests his son Yudhisthira by taking
the form of a dog. In the Drilling Woods, Dharma comes to test his son in the form of a
crane. The adhysdya'’s title refers to the fire-drilling sticks of an old bﬁhmin which have
been carried away in a deer’s antlers. The Pandavas set out in hot pursuit. They lose the

deer and find themselves deep in the forest, exhausted and thirsty. Why, demands

469 tena krsnena raksyate (3.294.29)

470 tato divya dundubhayah praneduh; papatoccaih puspavarsam ca divyam
drstva kamam sastra samkrttagatram; muhus capi smayaménam nfviram
tato chitva kavacam divyam arngat; tathaivirdram pradadau vasavaya
tathotkrtya pradadau kundale te; vaikartanah karmana tena kamnah (3.294.37-8)

47 3 295-99 '
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Sahadeva testily, must they bear more hardship and danger? Bhima, Arjuna, and Nak;ﬂa
immediately blame their plight upon their own cowardly behavior at the dicing match, in
other words, upon purusakira. Yudhisthira has a different explanation: "Misfortune has
no limit, motive, or cause. Dharma distributes it here, both the good and the evil."472
Again, we find Dharms's son attributing to dharma the attributes of dasva;, for
Yudhisthira, dharma is not an abstraction but an active force in the world. Nakula spies a
lake inhabited by cranes and goes there secking water. As he approaches, an awesome
voice speaks from the sky, claiming that the lake is his. The crane’s voice commands
Nakula to answer some questions before drinking, but Nakula is unable to control his
thirst. He rushes to the lake, drinks, and collapses. The scene repeats itself with
Sahadeva, then Bhisma. When Arjuna hears the crane, he makes a fool of himself by
wildly pelting the entire area with futile arrows; but he too succumbs to thirst, drinks, and
collapses.4” Finally, Yudhisthira comes to the lake only to find his brothers lying lifeless
on the shore. Ignoring his grief and thirst, he replies courteously to the crane and answers

a long series of semi-philosophical questions the voice poses.4’ At last, the voice reveals

472 napadam asti maryada na nimittam na kirapam
dharmas tu vibhajaty atra ubhayoh punyapapayoh (3.296.1)

473 3.296.20-32

474 For example, the voice asks, "What makes the sun rise and what are its
companions? What makes it set and on what is it founded?” Yudhisthira answers:
"Brahman makes the sun rise and its comipanions are the gods. It is founded on truth.”

kim svid adityam unnayati keca tasyabhitas carah

kas cainam astam nayati kasmims ca pratitisthati

[Y]

brahmad ity amun nayati devas tasyabhita$ carah

dharmas castam nayati ca satye ca pratitisthati (3.297.26-27)
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that it is not a crane or a nature spirit, but Yudhisthira's father, Dharma in person. The
four brothers are restored to life and Yudhisthira is granted, like Savitri, three boons. He
asks that the drilling woods be restored to the brahmin, that he and his brothers and
Draupadi not be recognized during the thirteenth year of exile, and that he may always be
of a lofty moral character.

The itihasa displays a fine symmetry here, bracketing the crucial "Robbing of the
Earrings” with "Saviti” and the "Drilling Woods," both of which deal with the
overcoming of death. At the same time, the father-and-son stories -- Siirya and Kamna,
Indra and Arjuna, Dharma and Yudhisthira - emphasize the active role of the gods, of
Daiva, in the lives of the characters. Siirya, in order to preserve Kunti's secret, can
intervene in only in dream-form and is ineffective in protecting his son. Indra stoops to
deceit by adopting a brahminical disguise -- a disguise Arjuna uses to fine effect at the
svayamvara and at Jarasamdha's court — and his intervention, taking advantage of Karna's
generosity, is effective. Effective as well is Yudhisthira's conflation of dharma and
daiva, Dharma's son gives substance, as it were, to the concept of dharma. For
Yudhisthira, dasva is not merely the impersonal, dis-integrating force that appeared to be
operative at the dice game; rather, it is an integrating power, personal, revivifying,
protective. In the world of the jtihdsa, daiva works to uphold dharma, a dharma that
requires the survival of Dharma's son and his brothers. However, the fact that Stirya's
will to protect Karna is frustrated indicates a certain hierarchy of dajvas. A higher

"Daiva” assures Stirya's failure and Indra's success.



215

At the end of Aranyakaparvan, then, the Pindavas, through the moral courage of
Yudhisthira, have gained new life, and this rebirth on the shores of Dharma's lake surely
represents an initiation of sorts. They must endure one year in disguise, but Dharma has
assured its success. The five brothers emerge from the liminal existence of exile
prepared to face the challenges of the war to come. The sixth brother, Karna, has been
reduced. Stripped of his divine invincibility and physical glory, he is alone, vuinerable,
even more liminal, as it were, and subject to Daiva s apparently arbitrary workings.
Kama's world is the world of the ka/j yuga. For him it is indeed a world that, when it
reveals its hidden depths at critical moments of transition, proves hostile and
disintegrative.#’S However, Daiva is neither a disintegrative, nor deceptive, nor
particularly subtle force in the life of Kama's nemesis, Arjuna, who is under Krsna's

protection.

Karna and Arjuna

During the Piandavas' year at Virata's court, Kama and Arjuna have one intense
encounter. Dutyodhana, looking for adventure, has set out with Karna and a good-sized
army to rustle King Virata's cattle.4’¢ We are not the first to note that the comical scene
of the cattle raid appears to be a self-conscious parody of the opening scene of the

Bhagavadgiti*’ Arjuna is still in disguise as a eunuch named, appropriately,

475 Shulman, "Devana and Daiva,” 359.

476 4.24-62

] 477 See Shulman, King and Clown, 262:; Dumézil, L'idéologie Des Trois
Fonctions dans ies Epopées Des Peuples Indo-Européens, 93; J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed.
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Brhannada, "Big Reed” (!). When the raid is discovered, Virata and his men, including
disguised Yudhisthira, Bhima, and the twins, ride out to counter it. Duryodhana then
attacks on the opposite side of the town where the king has no defenses. Young Prince
Uttara is alone in the town and Brhannada urges him to defend his father’s property. Still
in female garb, Arjuna takes the reigns of Uttara's chariot. The prince, for all his
adolescent bragging, proves to be a coward and his s@fta Brhannada admonishes him to
accept his ksatriya dharma and fight like a man. Finally, to save the day, Arjuna reveals
his identity, recovers his hidden divine weapons, has Uttara take the chariot's reigns, and
single-handedly faces the Kaurava troops. In the skirmish that follows, Arjuna puts to
flight the entire army, including Bhisma, Drona, Krpa, Duryodhana, and even Kama.
The scene is improbable and hyperbolic, but one deed rather seriously prefigures events
to come. With a single arrow, Arjuna cuts off the head of Kama's brother, as he will do
to Kama in the grimly realistic Kuruksetra battle. In ways such as this, the stiAdsa subtly
constructs its universe, a universe governed by inscrutable Fate and the inexorable
progression of Time towards Death. For all its "comedy," the cattle raid is a harbinger of
far grimmer things to come.

Book Five of the Mahabhdrata, Udyogaparvan, the Book of the Effort, chronicles
Krsna's efforts as peace ambassador from the Pandavas to the Kauravas, although the real
effo:t here appears to be to take control of the outcome of an inevitable war (see Chapter

Three). The Kuruksetra battle must take place if Krsna is to fulfill his role of avatira. In

and trans., The Mahabharata, Vol. 3: The Book of Virata; The Book of the Effort
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order for Krsna to assume such absolute control, at least a modicum of purusakara is
required on the part of his instruments. Arjuna as Nara is the "man" whom Krsna-
Narayana must use to assure the victory of "dharma" with the victory of the divinely
sanctioned side. As representative of that side, Arjuna is asked to make but one decisive
choice.*™ The Kauravas and Pandavas are desperately seeking allies. Duryodhana and
Arjuna both go to Krsna to seek his help. Krsna lies sleeping upon his couch, prefiguring
purapic Visnu upon the endless coils of the serpent Ananta. Awaking, he first casts eyes
upon Arjuna who is sitting at his feet, and offers a choice: himself as an unarmed
noncombatant, or his armies, fully equipped, obedient, eager to fight. Arjuna makes the
right decision, choosing Krsna alone, and Duryodhana is delighted with his mighty share.
Krsna agrees to be Arjuna’s charioteer.

Moments before Yudhisthira arrays his troops against Bhisma's on the Kuruksetra
field, Arjuna, to encourage him, recites a parable. At the start of the primordial battle
between the devas and asuras, says Arjuna, Brahma had toid Indra that wars are won not
by force, but by mercy and truth, for "where there is dharma there is victory,” yato
dharmas tato jayah.*® This maxim would be appropriate to Yudhisthira who clings so
fiercely to dharma, but Ajuna wants to change the formula. The Pandavas victory is

assured, he says, because "where there is Krsna there is victory," yatah krsnas tato

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 15-16.
478 57
4719 6.22.11
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Jayah4®® The war will be fought by a new set of cosmic parameters that include very

little mercy or truth. In Krsna's world, a world moving from the dvapara to the kali yuga,
dharma can be ignored or even deliberately set aside. Krsna assumes the role of Dhatr,
the Ordainer; Kala and Daiva work towards victory through his will. The real "battle" is
Krsna's effort to manipulate people and conditions in order to give advantage to the
Pandavas. Kama proves to be his primary obstacle. This lonely man who relies on his
own human effort, purusakars, tests the god's ability to control and direct his primary
instrument, Arjuna.

The battle hinges upon two fateful friendships: Krsna and Arjuna, Duryodhana
and Kama. In Udyogaparvan, these friendships are modeled in parallel images. When
Krsna enters the Kaurava court to sue for peace, he finds "Karna and Duryodhana, noble
and reckless, sharing the same seat."4§! When Samjaya as Dhrtarastra's ambassador goes
to the Pandavas, he finds Arjuna and Krsna, drunk with honey-wine, seated together on a
golden bench. "I noticed,” Samjaya reports, "that Krsna's feet were resting in Arjuna's
lap, and Arjuna's feet in the laps of Krsna and Satyabhama," Krsna's favorite wife. 48
Female partnership is not an active element in the lives of Kamna and Duryodhana; the
prince, says Kamna, has his army for his wife; and Kamna is denied Draupadi. As Arjuna

and Krsna recline at ease on their golden bench, feet in one another’s laps, it is significant

180 6.22.12
481 gvidiire 'tha krsnasya karnaduryodhaniv ubhau
ekasane mahitmanau nisidatur amarsanau (5.92.48)
482 arjunotsaiigamau padau kesavasyopalaksaye
arjunasya ca kysnayam satyayam ca mahatmanah (5.58.7)
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that a female is present to complete the unbreakable union of Arjuna-Krsna, Nara-
Narayana, on the eve of the war.

The Mahabharatds war books by their very structure emphasize that Kuruksetra's
horrendous events have been determined in advance. Appropriately, the war is related in
flashback. Vyasa gives divine sight to the silta Samjaya so that he may describe what he
has seen to Dhrtarastra.*®3 When Samjaya rushes from the field to the blind king, it is
always to report devastating news, a succession of disastrous reversals: Bhisma has
fallen, Drona has fallen, Karpa has fallen, Duryodhana has fallen, the war has been lost.
In each instance, Samjaya recounts to the grieving king what had led up to the calamity in
question. In one of the Gitds more famous lines, Krsna tells Arjuna not to fret over
killing his relatives: "1 myself have slain them already," asserts the divine charioteer.48
The use of flashback to relate the battle reinforces these words and the inevitability of the
outcome of a struggle in which so many men will strive futilely against the will of the
avatira. An oppressive burden of Daiva blankets the long, detailed, battie parvans, one
devoted to each of the generals of the Kaurava armies: Bhisma, Drona, Kama, and §alya.

Because Karna has vowed not to fight as long as Bhisma is engaged, he is absent
from the field throughout Bhismaparvan. When the old warrior falls and reconciles with

Kama from his bed of reeds (see Chapter Three), he passes on to the sizta a weighty

433 Samjaya describes his gift to Dhrtarastra at 6.16.7-9, saying that he can see
beyond the range of the senses, can hear from afar, and has knowledge of what people
think and feel. Samjaya becomes, as it were, Vyasa's surrogate author for the duration of
the battle.

484 mayaivaite nihatah plirvam eva (6.11.33)
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mantle of responsibility. "Like the ocean to the rivers, like the sun to astrology, like the
righteous to truth, like a fertile soil to seeds, like the clouds to all creatures, be you the
support of your friends."¢®> The Bombay Edition adds another line: "Be to the Kauravas
as Visnu is to the dwellers in heaven."4# Not infrequently hereafter, Kama will seem to
fulfill for Duryodhana's armies the role that Krsna fulfills for the Pandavas'. When the
Kauravas learn that Bhisma has fallen, their panic-stricken thoughts go out to Karna "like
the thoughts of drowning men to a boat,” and they cry out, "Kama, Kama! ... Only he is
able to protect us from great danger, as Govinda Krsna always protects the heaven-
dwellers from very great danger."4¥’7 The Kauravas, without the avatira to protect them,
turn to the sitaputra. When he learns that grandfather Bhisma has been struck down,
Karna is dejected and says, using words that echo Krsna's, "I consider all these warriors
already slain."#%® "This ephemeral universe is constantly flowing,” Kama muses.

"Reflecting upon this, I consider everything uncertain."4°

485 samudra iva sundhiinam jyotisam iva bhaskarah

satyasya ca yatha santo bijanam iva corvara

parjanya iva bhiitinam pratistha suhrdam bhava

bandhavis tvanujivantu sahasradksam ivamarah (7.4.2-3)
486 kauravanam bhava gatiryatha visnurdivaikasam (7.4.5, Bombay Edition)
487 karnam hi kuravo 'smarsuh sa hi devavratopamah

sarvasastrabhrtam srestham rocamanam ivatithim

bandhum apad gatasyeva tam evopigaman manah

cukrusuh kama kameti tatra bharata parthivah

radheyam hitam asmakam stitaputram tanutyajam ...

sa hi sakto rane rajams traitum asman mahibhayat

tridasan iva govindah satatam sumahabhayit (7.1.30-32,44)
488 ga cet prasintah paravira hanti; manye hatin eva hi sarvayodhin (7.2.5)
489 jagaty anitye satatam pradhavati; pracintayann asthiram adya laksaye (7.0.11)
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Kama's uncertainty is well founded; he will enter the battle stripped of his
protective armor and earrings. He does have Indra's invincible spear, but he may use it
only once. Later, he will confess to his charioteer éalya (more about this unkind sita
below) that he bears a heavy burden of curses incurred during the years of the Pandavas’
exile in the forest. Early in the exile, to calm Yudhisthira's sleepless anxiety about
Kama, Vyasa had revealed secret mantras to help Arjuna obtain divine weapons with
which to slay the sita’sson.*® At Kuruksetra, Karna reveals to Salya that he, too, had
sought divine weapons.#®! In the heat of the battle, Salya hears a condensed version of
stories Nirada will develop in greater detail in Book Twelve, Santiparvan. With an eye
to defeating Arjuna one day, Karna had solicited the brahmastra, the infallible weapon of
Brahma, from the fierce Bhrgu Parasurama, whose legendary exploits include repeatedly
destroying the ksatriya race. Aware that the b!:&h!!lil’l never will accept a sita or even a
ksatriya as a student, Karna pretends to be a brahmin. Arjuna (see Chapter Three) had
twice used a brahminical disgqise to his great advantage. As a brahmin he wins Draupadi
at the svayamvara while avoiding combat with Kama, who refuses to fight a member of
the highest varpa. Arjuna, Krsna, and Bhima dupe Jarasamdha by pretending to be
snatakas. Daiva is kind to Arjuna when he practices deception, but unkind to Karna. As

Narada tells it:

Kama went to Parasurama on Mount Mahendra. Approaching Rama, he
bent his head and said, "I am a Bhargava brahmin."” This eamed him

490 3 37.25-30. And see above.
491 8 29



222

respect. Informed all about Kama's lineage, Rama received him kindly and
said, "Welcome!' at which Karna became extremely happy.492

The Bhrgu is pleased with Karna and teaches him everything about the bralimastra,
including its mantras.

One day, when Parasurama falls asleep with his head in his pupil's lap, a frightful
blood-sucking worm begins to bore into Karna's thigh. In Sintiparvan it is said that the
worm was a demon under a curse, but in Karpaparvan it is said that Indra created the
worm for the sake of his son Arjuna and in order to destroy Kama.49* As he had when he
robbed the armor and earrings, Arjuna's father is pictured intervening directly to protect
his son by playing upon Kama's "weaknesses": courage and generosity. Although Daiva
often may be inscrutable to the characters in its power, to the jtjhdsa's audience the
workings of Daiva are made transparent. Kama bears the excruciating pain caused by the
worm so as not to disturb his guru. When Parasurdma awakens and sees the pool of
blood around Kamna's leg he is aghast. No brahmin could bear such torment, he says, and
demands the truth. Kama responds, "O Bhargava, know me for a sizta, born from the
intermixture of brahmins and ksatriyas. People call me Kama, son of Radhi. Be

gracious to me, Bhargava; I came out of desire for the Brahma weapon.™%* Furious at

492 jagama sahasa ramam mahendram parvatam prati

sa tu ramam upagamya Sirasabhipranamya ca

brahmano bhargavo 'smiti gauravenabhyagacchata

ramas tam pratijagraha prstva gotriadi sarvasah

usyatam sviagatam ceti pratimams cabhavad bhrsam (12.2.14-16)
493 tatriipi me devarajena vighno; hitarthina phalgunasyaiva $alya (8.29.4)
494 brahmaksatrantare stitam jatam mam viddhi bhargava

radheyah karna iti 1nam pravadanti jana bhuvi
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the lie, the Bhrgu pronounces a curse: when Kama is engaged in mortal combat and most
in need of the unfailing weapon he will forget the mantras for evoking it.495

That is not the only curse Kama eamns during his stay with ParaSurama. While out
hunting, Kama accidentally shoots a brahmin's sacred cow. He begs forgiveness, but the
angry brahmin curses Kama:

When fighting the one you always want to challenge, you wretch, and for

whose sake you are striving so hard every day, the earth will swallow the

wheel of vour chariot. And while the earth is swallowing up your chariot

wheel, your enemy will use his prowess to cut off your head, while you

remain befuddled.4%
Kammna keeps these curses secret. When he returns to Hastinapura, he reports simply to
Duryodhana, "I have obtained the weapon."497

Kama is loath to succumb to despair or self-pity, despite the blows dealt to him by
what he can only perceive as the occult power of daiva. Not for him the paralysis Arjuna
experiences when faced with the horrors of war. Once Kama is free to fight, he fights
whole-heartedly — except when engaging one of the Pandavas. He fights man-to-man

with Bhima (7.114), Sahadeva (7.142), Nakula (8.17), and Yudhisthira (8.33), letting

prasadam kuru me brahmann astralubdhasya bhargava (12.3.26)
495 12.3.29-32
496 tam sa vipro 'bravit kruddho vaca nirbhartsayann iva

duracara vadharhas tvam phalam prapnuhi durmate

yena vispardhase nityam yadartham ghatase "niSam

yudhyaztas tena te papa bhumis cakram grasigyati

tatas cakre mahigraste miirdhdnam te vicetasah

patayisyati vikramya Satrur gaccha naradhama (12.2.23-25)
497 duryodhanam upagamya krtastro 'smiti cabravit
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each of them off lightly, wounding them more by his insults than his weapons. There is a
reason for this. Before the battle, Karna had rebuffed Kunti's plea that he retumn to his

brothers; but he had made her one promise:

Although it is possible for me to slay them in battle, I will not kill your

sons - not Yudhisthira or Bhima or the twins, excepting Arjuna. ... You

never will have fewer than five sons, illustrious woman: either without

Arjuna but with Kama, or with Arjuna if I am killed 4%
Karna keeps that promise at great cost. Had even one of the Pandavas been slain, their
forces would have been dispirited and weakened. As it is, he exhausts himself in futile
engagements with his brothers making it all the more probable that Kunti will remain
with Arjuna and without Kama.

Space does not permit an examination of all the numerous parallels between
Karna and Arjuna illustrating Daiva s disintegrating effects on Kama's struggle and its
protective effects on Arjuna's. Kama is reviled -- and ultimately punished in painful
death -- for behavior that wins praise, victory, and long life for his brother. Consider, for
example, the slaying of Arjuna and Subhadra's son Abhimanyu, which is spoken of as
one of Kuruksetra's most shameful episodes.*® Arjuna has been lured away to fight ata
far corner of the field while the Kaurava armies march upon the remaining Pandava
troops in an invincible circular formation. At its head is Drona, who has replaced Bhisma

as the Kaurava general, and at its center stands Duryodhana protected by Kama,

438 vadhyan visahyan samgrame na hanisyami te sutan ...
na te jatu nasisyanti putrah paiica yasasvini
nirarjunah sakarmna va sarjuna va hate mayi (5.144.20-22)
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Duhsasana, and Krpa. With Arjuna absent Yudhisthira feels helpless and begs
Abhimanyu to help penetrate the enemy formation. As a child, Abhimanyu had
overheard his father repeat the mantra for gaining entry into the invincible circle.
Yudhisthira promises to protect Abhimanyu and the youth, with all the reckless courage
of his sixteen years, plunges into the formation. The circle closes quickly behind him.
Abhimanyu had not heard the formula for getting back out -- he is trapped. Nonetheless,
he fights furiously, killing great numbers of men, including Kama's younger brother.
Karna and Abhimanyu engage one another until Kama is sorely wounded and inquires of
Drona how the seemingly invincible youth can be beaten. Drona replies that the only
method is somehow to deprive him of his bow. Karna uses his arrows to shatter the bow
while the others destroy his chariot and armor. Abhimanyu then picks up the wheel of
his broken chariot and wields it against the Kauravas, like Visnu with his cakra. The
repeated motif of the single chariot wheel resonates with the fate that will befall Karna's
wheel due to the brahmin's curse, as well as with the wheel stolen from Siirya by Indra in
the Rgveds myth and the single wheel of the chariot Siirya is said to drive across the sky
(see Chapter Three). Abhimanyu has not a chance against his heavily armed opponents
who, indeed, are violating the rules of warfare that dictate one-on-one combat. When
Duhsasana's son strikes the fatal blow, Samjaya recalls, "creatures cried out from the

heavens upon seeing the stricken hero fallen like the moon from the sky, lamenting, "This

499 7.33-48
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lone man lies dead on the field, slain by six of Dhrtarastra’s mighty warriors, headed by
Drona and Karna. This is not dharma!™500

The slaying of the brave youth is undeniably shameful. It is only the firstina
long series of adharmic acts, many if not most of which are initiated by Krsna and
executed by Arjuna or another of the Pandavas. Karna had asked Drona to reveal
Abhimanyu's vulnerability, then used that knowledge to destroy his enemy. Arjuna had
asked Bhisma to reveal his vulnerability and used that knowledge to similar effect.
Krsna, however, requires no outside information; he knows each man's weaknesses
including the curses he bears; moreover, Krsna is not inhibited by scruples concerning
dharma or truthfuiness. For instance, when the Kaurava general Drona begins to make

great progress against the Pandava armies, Krsna gives this advice:

Adopt a new means of victory, sons of Pandu, casting aside dharma, so

that everyone is not slain in the battle by Drona on his golden chariot. My

idea is that with [Drona’s son] Asvatthaman dead, he will stop fighting.

Let some man tell him that Asvatthiman has been killed in battle.50!
Whereupon Bhima kills an elephant named Asvatthaman, and Yudhisthira lies to Drona,
"AS$vatthaman is dead,” muttering under his breath, "the elephant "2 Drona despairs.

"O Karna, Kamna, great archer, O Kypa, O Duryodhana,” he cries, "I repeat again and

300 abhikrosanti bhiitani antarikse vi$am pate
drstva nipatitam viram cyutam candram ivambarat
dronakarnamukhaih sadbhir dhartarastrair maharathaih
cko 'yam nihatah Sete naisa dharmo mato hi nah (7.48.20-21)
S01 asthiyatam jaye yogo dharmam utsyjya pandava
yatha vah samyuge sarvan na hanyad rukmavahanah
asvatthamni hate naisa yudhyed iti matir mama
tam hatam samyuge kas cid asmai samsatu manavah (7.164.68-69)
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again, 'Act carefully in battle.” May you be protected from the Pandavas. I am laying
down my weapons."5%3 While Drona sits in yogic meditation in order to leave his body
consciously, Dhrstadyumna, Draupadi’s brother, decapitates Drona, and hurls the head in
front of the Kaurava troops.5® Krsna's instruction to the Pandavas to "cast aside dharma”
is a narrative strategy that recalls for the audience his instruction to Arjuna in the
Bhagavadgita to "abandon all dharma and take refuge in me alone."¥5 The abandonment
of dharma and subsequent loss of innocence or any pretense to righteousness weigh
heavily upon the warriors from both camps. "Where have the games of our childhood
gone, Satyaki, and how has this battle come about?" muses Duryodhana to his old friend
who now is fighting against him. "It is surely the becoming of insurmountable Time."306
There are no heroes or villians in the battle of Kuruksetra, except in some

absolute divine perspective. It is the will of the gods that the Pandavas win, for this

5027.164.73
503 karna karna mahesvasa krpa duryodhaneti ca
samgrame kriyatdm yatne bravimy esa punah punah
pandavebhyah sivam vo 'stu sastram abhyutsfjamy aham (7.165.33-34)
¢4 Dhrstadyumna, like his sister Draupadi, was born parthenogenetically, from
his father King Drupada's sacrificial fire, specifically for the purpose of killing Drona, his
father's bitter enemy (1.156.37-40). During the battle, Drona slays Drupada before
Dhrstadyumna slays Drona; later, A§vatthAman, Drona's son, slays Dhrstadyumna.
Malamoud cites this series of acts of vengeance as just one example of what "the
Mahabharata shows us in a thousand different ways, that the desire for vengeance is a
vital ambition, an essential passion that needs no justification outside of itself, being that
which gives meaning to human action. The narrative fabric of the epic is, indeed, a
network of tales of vengeance.”" Charles Malamoud, Cooking the World: Ritual and
Thought in Ancient India, 1989, translated by David White (Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 156-57.
565 sarvadharman parityajya mam ekam Saranam vraja (6.40.66)
506 kva sa kridd gatasmakam bdlye vai sinipumgava
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earthly battle mirrors the sempiternal battle between devas and asuras, first fought when
creation emerged from the churning of the Ocean of Milk. Daiva, the efficient principle
behind human existence, preserves cosmological cycles and sotereological principles that
are inscrutable to humans, at least to humans in the age of £a/i. The tool of Daiva is
Kala, "time-and-death," to which the immortals are immune -- unless they assume human
bodies. The Mahabharata's battle books, despite their great size, demonstrate a
remarkable literary unity. These repetitive parvans, so lengthy they seem to play out in
real time, constitute an essential element in the sf7hds4's discourse about time, death, fate,
and human responsibility. Nowhere is that exploration more condensed than in the life,
and death, of Karna.

Karna will assume the generalship of the Kaurava armies after Drona dies. Prior
to that, however, Daiva will inactivate the weapon Karna had obtained from Indra in
exchange for his armor and earrings -- an "exchange" that proves to have been
exceedingly unfair. Again, Kama's magnanimity and courage prove to be his undoing.
Years before, Bhima had married a riksasy, a goblin-like female, who had taken a fancy
to him and assumed a desirable form. Their son is Ghatotkaca, monstrous, fantastically
powerful, and utterly devoted to his father. In Adiparvan, as part of that first book’s
construction of dramatic tension, it is said, before the story of Bhima's son has been told,

that Indra created Ghatotkaca "for power's sake, for the destruction of invincible, great-

kva ca yuddham idam bhilyah kalo hi duratikramah (7.164.28}
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spirited Karna."S07 Daiva, we see, manipulates the outcome of the Kuruksetra battle long
in advance. Ghatotkaca does not kill Kama, but he does indeed bring about his death.

Kama is fated to encounter the mighty raksasa on the fourteenth day of the war.
That day he affirms again his reliance upon his own human initiative in the face of Fate
by promising his dear friend Duryodhana: "Whatever a devoted and ever solicitous
person can do, that I will do for you, Kauravya. Victory depends upon Daiva. Today for
your sake I will fight with Arjuna relying upon my own manly strength. Victory depends
upon Daiva."%%® Karna and Arjuna do fight that day, but inconclusively. Arjuna then
engages Duryodhana's ally King Jayadratha.5® When Arjuna's victory appears doubtful,
Krsna intervenes. He tells Arjuna that he is going to use his yogic powers to conceal the
sun; because the dharma of battle dictates that fighting must cease when the sun sets,
Jayadratha is sure to lay down his arms. When Jayadratha was born, Krsna tells Arjuna,
his father had been told that his son one day would lose his head in battle. The father had
cursed the man who caused Jayadratha's head to fall to the ground to have his own head
shatter into a thousand pieces. Krsna magically darkens the sky and, as predicted.

Jayadratha, in obedience to dharma, disarms himself. Now, at Krsna's prompting,

507 sa hi srsto maghavati Saktihetor mahdtmana
karmasyaprativiryasya vinasdya mahatmanah (1.143.38)
508 vat tu saktimata kdryam satatam hitakarina
tat karisyami kauravya jayo daive pratisthitah
adya yotsye ‘rjunam aham paurusam svam vyapasritah
tvadartham purusavyaghra jayo daive pratisthitah (7.120.28-29)
509 The Sindhu king Jayadratha had attempted to abduct Draupadi during the exile
in the forest (3.248-256), thus the deep enmity felt towards him by Arjuna. For the
slaying of Jayadratha, see 7.121.



230

Arjuna shoots one perfectly aimed arrow that severs Jayadratha's head and sends it into
the lap of his now aged father who is sitting at his evening prayers. When the head rolls
from his lap to the ground, the head of the devout old man shatters into a thousand pieces.
The conduct of the battle continues to degenerate. When the sun actually does
set, the enraged troops continue their mutual slaughter, now fighting, against all rules, by
the light of oil lamps. The image of the two armies fighting in the bloody penumbra is a
powerful metaphor for the dimming of truth and dharma in the &ali yuga. Kama
reassures the Kauravas that with Indra's invincible spear he is confident of slaying
Arjuna. "I shall strive to the utmost of my strength to contend in battie for Duryodhana's
good,"” he swears, then adds his usual caveat: "Victory depends on Daiva."s1¢ In the
obscure half-light, Karma begins to kill great numbers of Yudhisthira's men. Arjuna tells
Krsna to drive the chariot in Kama's direction, but Krsna, who worries that Karna will
defeat Arjuna, suggests they send Ghatotkaca instead. The faithful riksasa is cager to do
Krsna's bidding.5!! With his "copper-red eyes, gigantic body, red face, sunken belly, hair
standing upward, bristly beard, pointy ears, huge jaw extending ear to ear, sharp tusks,
and gaping maw,"” Ghatotkaca paralyzes all with fear.512 Ghatotkaca also possesses a
powerful magic by which he can make himself disappear and reappear, take on various

forms, and conjure up the images of multiple goblins. Karna alone is not frightened and

510 yatisye "ham yathasakti yoddhum taih saha samyuge

duryodhanahitirthiya jayo daive pratisthitah (1.133.64)
511 The fight between Karna and Ghatotkaca extends from- 7.150 through 7.154.
512 Johitakso mahdkiyas tamrasyo nimnitodarah
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fights him furiously. Afiter prolonged combat, Ghatotkaca creates a kind of gigantic
fireball that rains down weapons, thunderbolts, and boulders. The Kauravas panic and
flee in every direction, certain that all is lost. Faced with this crisis, Karna directs "his
mind inward"3!3 to know what he should do. The dazed troops plead with him to use
Indra's spear. Thereupon, taking up the weapon he had "obtained and worshipped for
years for the destruction of Phalguna [ Arjuna], that foremost of weapons given to the
siita’s son by Indra for the sake of the earrings,” Kama hurls it at Ghatotkaca.’'4 The
huge riksasa crashes dead upon the battlefield, crushing a great many men beneath his
gigantic body. The Pandavas are brokenhearted at the loss of Bhima's son and weep
bitter tears. Krsna, however, is in raptures; roaring like a lion he embraces Atjuna.

I feel great joy! Listen to me, Dhanamjaya [Arjuna), and your heart will

feel the greatest delight. Know, splendid Dhanamjaya, that with his spear

foiled through Ghatotkaca, Karna is already slain in battle! ... How
fortunate the armor was stolen! How fortunate the earrings were taken
away! And how fortunate the unfailing weapon was foiled through
Ghatotkaca! With his armor and earrings, Kama single-handedly could
have vanquished even the immortals in the triple worlds.5!*

gkamad daritasyas ca tiksnadamstrah karalavan (7.150.4-5)
513 antar manih kurusu pradravatsu (7.154.47)
514 yasau rajan nihita varsapiigan; vadhayajau satkyta phalgunasya
yam vai pradat siitaputrdya $akrah; Saktim Srestham kundalabhyam nimaya
(7.154.53)
51° atiharsam imam priptam $mu me tvam dhanamjaya
ativa manasah sadyah prasadakaram uttamam
saktim ghatotkacenemam vyamsayitva mahadyute
kamam nihatam evajau viddhi sadyo dhanamjaya ...
distyapanita kavaco distydpahrta kundalah
distya ca vyamsita Saktir amoghasya ghatotkace
yadi hi styat sa kavacas tathaiva ca sakundalah
samaran api lokams trin ekah kamo jayed bali (7.155.13-15)
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The anaphora here, the repeated "how fortunate,” distyd, emphasizes Krsna's celebration
of the successful working of Fate. Directed by his will, Daiva truly isdrstr, "auspicious
good fortune.”

Samjaya relates to Dhrtarastra how, during the previous days of battle, he and
other Kuru warriors had pleaded with Karna to hurl Indra's spear at Arjuna or Krsna; but,
through the action of Daiva, Karna always forgot his resolution. Muses Samjaya:

I think Daiva is supreme since Kama, with spear in hand, did not kill

etther Partha [Arjuna] or Devaki's son Krsna in battle. Surely because his

mind was weakened by Daiva, Kama, with the weapon of doom in hand,

but deluded by divine illusion, did not hurl it at Krsna or for the

destruction of Arjuna, powerful as Indra, O king.5'6
Krsna explains to Satyaki Kama's failure to hurl the infallible weapon in more explicit
terms:

Killing Arjuna, wielder of the Gandiva bow, was always in Kama's heart.

I would always delude Radheya so that the weapon was not thrown at the

white-horsed Pandava. As long as I could not thwart that means of
Phalguna's death, I had neither sleep nor joy in my heart, Satyaki.s1?

516 daivam eva param manye yat kamo hastasamsthaya

na jaghéina rane partham krsamm va devaki sutam

tasya hastisthita saktih kalaratrir ivodyata

daivopahatabuddhitvan na tam kamo vimuktavin

krsne va devakiputre mohito deva miyaya

parthe va Sakra kalpe vai vadhartham vasavi prabho (7.158.7-9)
517 hrdi pityam tu kamasya vadho gandivadhanvanah

aham eva tu raidheyam mohayami yudham vara

yato navasrjac chaktim pandave Svetavahane

phalgunasya hi t3m mrtyum avagamya yuyutsatah

na nidrd na ca me harso manaso 'sti yudhiam vira (7.157.36-38)
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Kama has been deprived utterly of his heritage as the son of Stirya. While Arjuna
still enjoys Indra’s protection as well as the infallible guidance of Krsna, the hand of
Daiva — not so inscrutable after all — has rendered vulnerable Arjuna'a greatest enemy.

Krsna's explanation to Satyaki recalls what he had said to Arjuna earlier, in the
Bhagavadgitz:

Bound by your own karma born of your inherent nature, son of Kunti, you
will inevitably do what you do not wish to do out of delusion. The lord of
all beings abides in the region of the heart, Arjuna, causing all beings to
move as if mounted on a machine through his power of illusion.58

Like Kama, Arjuna too acts under the power of Daiva; but for him that power is not
impersonal, unknowable, and dis-integrating, but rather personal, constructive, and

divine. In Udvogaparvan, Krsna has this to say to Bhima:

However well advised, well-guided and well-performed, human action
(karman) may be obstructed by Daiva. ... Human action also may interrupt
what Daiva leaves undone. ... The world has no other way of existence
than action, Pandava. Knowing this, a man will carry on, whatever be the
fruits of both karman and Daiva.5"?

518 svabhavajena kaunteya nibaddhah svena karmana
kartum necchasi yan mohit karisyasy avaso 'pi tat
iSvarah sarvabhiitanam hrddese 'rjuna tisthati
bhramayan sarvabhiitani yantrarudhiani mayaya (6.40.60-61)
519 sumantritam sunitam ca nydyatas copapaditam
krtam manusyakamn karma daivenapi virudhyate ...
daivam apy akrtarmn karma paurusena vihanyate ...
lokasya nanyato vrttih pandavanyatra karmanah
evam buddhih pravarteta phalam syad ubhayanvayat (6.75.8-11)
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We end this chapter, then, with a provisional answer to the questions posed with
the story of Gautami, Arjunaka, Mrtyu, and Kala: If behind the material cause of
misfortune — the proverbial serpent -— there seems to be some powerful controlling
agency, can we ever know for certain what it is? Is it the inexorable power of Time and
Death, a power controlled by the gods for their inscrutable purposes — that is, Daiva? Or
is it the power of karman, an individual's actions bearing fruit? The incidents of Kama's
life strongly suggest the former. Kamna, for all his initiative, despite his solar origins,
despite his noble character, cannot withstand the deceptions of Indra or the manipulations
of Krsna. Arjuna, on the other hand, whatever he is or does, cannot but succeed. That, at
least, is how Karna must perceive things as he prepares to assume generalship of the
Kaurava army. The following chapter will continue this exploration, concentrating on

Karpaparvan and Krsna's efforts, as incarnate Time, Kala, to bring about Karna's death.
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Chapter Five

Fate, Death, and Time: Karna and Krsna

From one perspective, the Mahabharata may be understood as a monumental
assemblage of religious and philosophical doctrines. There is room for everything, and
individual concepts almost always are articulated in absolute terms. At times the
emphasis is nrvrftimargs, the path turned away from the world; at times it is
pravritimarga, the path turned towards the world. Both paths embrace any number of
practices and beliefs. The focus of this dissertation is the literary -- not theological or
philosophical, not eschatological or mythological -- nature of the Mahabharata. What
prevents the /tihasa from being little more than that infamous "motley pile” of nineteenth-
century Orientalists is the manner in which the authorial voice comments on the diversity
of concepts through a masterful use of narrative strategies. Thus, a comprehensive
evaluation of dissimilar doctrines and points of view is effected through an artful
examination of how those doctrines might impact in the life of the individual and in the
lives of groups of individuals. The focus of this dissertation is on how the Mahabharatds
model audience receives and is led by the model author’s narrative strategies to find the
Itihasd's "meaning"” or "meanings."

In that context, the story of Gautami and the hunter discussed in the previous
chapter may be seen as a template for one of the Mahabhairatds \arge projects. The story
expresses a doctrine or worldview that subsumes all others: k3/avida, the doctrine of

cyclical Time (as opposed to "time"). Yaroslav Vassilkov has demonstrated that
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kalavada passages are widely scattered throughout the Mahabharata. If those passages
"are examined against the background of the whole body of the [Aahdbharata) and not in
isolation, one can see that the teaching on the omnipotence and vicissitudes of Time is
inherent in [the itzhdsa's] world outlook."520 As discussed in the previous chapter, Kaia
and Daiva are closely associated — Fate and Death are implied in the workings of Time,
and all are subsumed in Nardyana Krsna: Kala, Daiva, and Krsna are one and the
same.52! Gautami is told that the snake, the material cause of her son's death, is not to
blame — Mrtyu bears more responsibility; but the ultimate responsibility is Kala's. Asan
afterthought, it seems, karman, the past actions of both Gautami and her son, is identified
as the — or a - culprit. The doctrine of karman is problematic in the Mahibharata, the
text recognizes karman as a possible explanation for the mysteries of human existence,
but never is the point made emphatically. We may take this to indicate, as does
Vassilkov, that many passages mentioning karman, including the lines in Gautami's story,
testify to later "surgical operations."52 Or we may take these passages at face value. In
the latter case, the impression conveyed is that kanman is a weak and unsatisfactory

explanation for Time's vicissitudes. The Gautami story's template may be applied to the

520 Yaroslav Vassilkov, " Kalavida (the Doctrine of Cyclical Time) in the
Mahabharata and the Concept of Heroic Didactics,” in Composing a Tradition: Concepts,
Techniques and Relationships, ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner (Zagreb:
Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 1999),25.

521Julian Woods argues this point emphatically: "There is no longer any doubt:
Narayana, time (ki/3), and Dasva are one and the same." Julian F. Woods, Destiny and
Human Initiative in the Mahabharata (New York: State University of New York Press,
2001), 39.

522 Vassilkov, "Kalavada," 30.
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larger stihdsa. Where does the audience identify in this story? Clearly with the three
humans: the grieving mother, the well-intentioned hunter, the dead child. Death is the
means by which Time and Fate effect the destruction of the world. Gautami and the
hunter are representative humans, left behind to pick up the pieces of Time's
annihilations. Kama represents the individual to whom the wider Mahabharata is
addressed. This chapter will deal specifically with the impact of Time and k3/avida on
the lives of the Mahabhiratd's characters, Karna in particular. I understand Kala and
Daiva as nuances of one concept. Vassilkov does not view kilavida as systematic
philosophy. Rather, following the Russian Indologist V. Lysenko, he considers the
doctrine of cyclical time, kd/avada, "a poetic expression of an ordinary man's feelings in
the face of outer forces he was unable to perceive or control by his cognition or senses;
the forces that had acquired the form of Time."s23 This chapter will argue that because
the stihasa conflates Kaila, Daiva and Krsna, Time is more than a poetic expression, and
that if its movements are cyclical, those cycles are multidimensional. The action of

Krsna upon the destiny of Kama illustrates that argument.

Time's "Temptation”

In the previous chapter we remarked that in the Mahdbharatd's universe a certain
modicum of purusakira is exacted of an individual before Daiva - or Krsna, as the
ultimate expression of Daiva -- assumes absolute control. Because Arjuna chooses Krsna

alone and unarmed while Duryodhana chooses the Vrsni army, Arjuna is destined to be

523 Translated from the Russian, in Vassilkov, "K3lavida," 26.
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protected by Krsna, and Duryodhana is destined to be destroyed. Krsna also will offer
Kama a choice. However, the itihisa leaves open the question as to whether Karna really
has a choice, any more than he had a choice not to give his armor and earrings to Indra,
or to pledge eternal friendship to Duryodhana.

Kama, the isolated individual in the darkness of the £a/f age, embodies an
irresolvable tension between an inherent ethical sensibility that impels him to certain
actions, and an intuition of an inexorable fate manipulating those actions and determining
their outcome. On a wider level, the Mahabhdrata asks, through Karna, whether an
individual's sense of ethical responsibility is an illusion - or worse, whether is it a ruse
by which Daiva can determine the course of events. If Time and Daiva are
determinative, then the ethical alternatives are twofold: either the individual must give
up all action as futile, or he must pursue endeavors while cultivating disinterestedness in
their fruits.52¢ Krsna will preach the latter alternative in the Bhagavadgiti, but by
promising Arjuna certain victory in battle he effectively vitiates Arjuna’s yogic
disinterestedness. Kama, however, when faced with the choice, chooses the path of
disinterested endeavor, knowing that death is more certain than victory and that victory
depends upon Daiva.

Krsna's temptation of Karna is the avatdra’s final effort to prevent - or prepare for
— the war. The question begged here is why the avatdra, incarnate Visnu, the Supreme

Lord, should have to make any "effort” at all. Why does Krsna not use his divine power

524 Vassilkov, "Ki/avada," 25.
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todeterminctheomcomeofeventsonceandforall? In fact, Krsna never claims to be
omnipotent. Apart from the few moments of theophany and certain inspired speeches,
like the Bhagavadgita, Krsna acknowledges his human limitations. In his conversation
with Uttanka after the war, to be discussed further below, Krsna admits how powerless he
was to prevent the great carnage. Although, Krsna tells Uttanika,™ there is nothing beyond
me, the eternal god of gods,”s25 he accepts the limitations of whichever form he takes in
his many incarnations, in order to uphold dharma - when a god he acts as a god, when a
demon he acts as a demon; now, as a man, he acts as a man.52¢ In his illuminating
esamination of Krsna's ambiguous role in the Mahabhairata, Bimal Krishna Matilal
concedes that Krsna represents "the most confusing kind of moral enigma." 527 To
uphold dharma, Krsna both practices and recommends breaches of dharma. Perhaps one
key to understanding this "devious divinity” is Krsna's self-identification as Kila, Time.
As Time, the deity is "passionless, free from any human virtues. Here, if not anywhere
else, end justifies the means."528

Now, taking Karna upon his chariot, Krsna reveals in private the unspoken secret:
Kama is not the son of a siita.
Those who have studied the scriptures teach that a son born to an

unmarried maiden is considered as much the son of her husband as the
sons she bears in marriage. You have been born like that, Karna: you are

25 tafah param nisti caiva devadevat sanatanat (14.53.7)

526 14.53. 15-19

527 Matilal, "Krsna: In Defense of a Devious Divinity,” 401.
528 Matilal, "Krspa: In Defense of a Devious Divinity,"” 414.
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the lawful son of Pandu. According to the binding Dharmasastras, come,

you will be king!s®
Krsna promises that when Kama is anointed king, Bhima will hold the umbrella above
his head, his brothers will touch his feet, and he will attain to great wealth and honor.
Then he offers an additional enticement: "At the sixth turn, Draupadi will lie with
youw. "53¢ Krsna's temptations are not appropriate for a man of Kama's ethical sensibilities;
to be sure, they appear rather base. Karna refuses the offer on the grounds that his
adoptive parents have reared him with great affection, sgubrdit (see Chapter Three). He
owes them his loyalty; he will renounce neither them nor the sitas with whom he always
has performed his sacrifices.3!

Neither for the whole earth nor a heap of gold, neither from happiness nor

fear, Govinda, will I be made to break my word. ... Neither death nor

capture, neither fear nor avarice, Janiardana, can make me break my word
to the wise son of Dhrtardstra’3?

Kama's response cannot come as a surprise to Krsna. Kamna, moreover, indicates that he

suspects Krsna's duplicitous play, and is aware of the "secret." Note that Kunti's

529 kaninas$ ca sahodhas ca kanyayam yas ca jayate

vodhiram pitaram tasya prahuh $astravido janah

so 'si karna tatha jatah pandoh putro 'si dharmatah

nigrahid dharmasastranam ehi rdja bhavisyasi (5.138.8-9)
530 sasthe ca tvam tatha kile draupady upagamisyati (5.138.15)
531 jstam ca bahubhir yajiiaih saha siitair mayasakyt

avahas ca vivahas ca saha sutaih kyta maya (5.139.14)
532 na prthivya sakalaya na suvamasya rasibhih

"harsid bhayad va govinda anrtam vaktum utsahe ...
vadhad bandhad bhayad vapi lobhad vapi janardana
anrtam notsahe kartum dhiirtarastrasya dhimatah (5.139.12, 17)
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maternity is mentioned first by Kama, not by Krsna. "I understand everything,” says
Karna. "By law I am the son of Pandu. ... An unmarried maiden was impregnated with
me by the Sun, Janirdana, and on the advice of the Sun she cast me away when I was
born."33 Karna strives to make the encounter with Krsna a meeting of equals; he speaks
to Krsna man to man, not man to god. "Without a doubt,” he says, perhaps with a touch
of irony, Krsna "means well."53¢ However, he continues, if dharma-minded Yudhisthira
were to learn that Kama is the son of Kunti, he would give the kingdom to Kama. In that
case, Karna says, he would in turn offer the kingdom to Duryodhana. It would be best,
then, if Krsna kept their encounter secret and let Yudhisthira remain king.535 In this way,
Karmna affirms that he deliberately has decided upon, or accented to, a course of events
foreordained by Daiva. To emphasize that he already "knows everything,” Kama
foresees the war's disastrous course. Duryodhana will hold a great "sacrifice of battle,"
Sastrayajiia, to which Krsna will be witness, and in which warriors from both sides will
perform the parts prescribed in a proper Vedic sacrifice.53¢ Says David Shulman of this
moment, "The world is, in Kama's eyes, an altar, a meeting point of life and death; the
true hero, like Karna himself, is a sacrificer, an archetypal Vedic yajamina, and also a

potential victim at this rite. ... Karna's chooses his death — in effect, freely choosing not

533 sarvam caivabhijanimi pandoh putro 'smi dharmatah ...
kanya garbham samadhatta bhaskarédn mam janardana
adityavacaniic caiva jatam mam sa vyasarjayat (5.139.2-3)

334 asamsayam hitirthiya briiyas tvam madhusiidana (5.139.19)

535 5.139.19-23

536 5.139.29-44
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to be free."537 Karna goes so far as to describe his own death: "Krsna, when you see me
cut down by the ambidextrous archer [Arjunal, it will be a piling anew of their sacrificial
fire "53¢

After listening to Karna's predictions, Krsna does something that generally is "a
sure sign that some horror is in the offing™?, he smiles and laughs: "So, Kama, you are
not tempted by the offer of the kingdom; you do not want to rule the earth I am offering
you!"s% In that case, Karna's premonitions certainly will materialize and then "there will
be no more tretd nor krtanor dvapara."s*! The age of kali will be fully upon them. Seven
days from thence, says Krsna, is the new moon, an auspicious time for commencing a
battle. Kama is to go to the Kaurava clders and suggest they launch the war on that "Day
of Indra."%2 Although a day consecrated to the god who protects Arjuna and has stolen
Kama's armor and earrings might seem highly inauspicious, Karna does not refuse. He
simply wonders:

Why did you want to delude me, strong-armed one, when you knew
already? Utter annihilation looms for the entire earth caused by Sakuni,

me, Duhsasana, and King Dhrtarastra's son Duryodhana. Without a doubt,

537 David Dean Shulman, The King and the Clown in South Indian Myth and
- Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 386.-
538 yada drakgyasi mam kysna nihatam savyasacina
punas citis tada cisya yajfiasyitha bhavigyati (5.139.46)
539 Shulman, King and Clown, 384.
340 kamasya vacanam Srutva kesavah paraviraha
uvica prahasan vikyam smitapirvam idam tad3
api tvam na tapet karna rajyalibhopapadana
maya dattam hi prthivim na prasasitum icchasi (5.140.1-2)
541 The phrase is repeated five times, na tadz bhavits tretd na krtam dvaparam na
ca, as Krsna describes what will occur in the war, at 5.140. 6 -15.
425.141.18
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Krsna, a great war looms between the Pandavas and Kurus, frightful and

mired in blood.>43

Karmna relates to Krsna a terrifying dream in which he had seen the Pandavas
wearing white turbans and most of the Kauravas wearing red turbans.*# He had watched
as Krsna draped a bloody earth with entrails, and seen Yudhisthira mount a pile of bones
and cat from a golden platter.4> Karna also describes ominous cosmic portents. He
takes these signs as true indicators of the future. In the world of the Mahabhirata, Daiva
not infrequently announces itself through portents. Evil signs are witnessed before and
after the dice game, before the deaths of Drona and Bhisma, and before the death of
Krsna, to name but a few instances. At significant moments a disembodied voice is heard
speaking from the heavens, jackals howl, horses and elephants weep, meteors flash, blood
falls as rain, unforeseen eclipses darken the sky, and planets move into malign
conjunctions. At such moments Daiva seems to lift its veil, ki/avada becomes
transparent. The omens reinforce Karma's conviction that "everything depends on Daiva.”
What he cannot, or does not want to recognize is that Krsna has offered him a means to
influence Daiva — he may ally himself with the god who controls it. Karna suspects that

Krsna knows everything in advance. The "temptation" is not a temptation at ail. Rather,

543 janan mam him mahabdho sammohayitum icchasi
yo 'yvamp prthivyadh kartsnyena viniasah samupasthitah
nimittarp tatra Sakunir aharp duhsasanas tatha
duryodhanas ca nypatir dhrtarastra suto ‘bhavat
asaméayam idam krsna mahad yuddham upasthitam
piandavanim kurfindm ca ghoram rudhirakardamam (5.141.1-3)
544 The only Kauravas not in red turbans are Asvatthaman, Krpa, and Krtavarman,
the three who will survive the war to carry out the night massacre.
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it is a fulfilling of some power, opaque to those it controls, that demands, however
unjustly, that the individual be held responsible for his actions. Karna must "choose” his
future. Krsna's final words to Karna are a dark wamning: "Today the utter annihilation of
the earth assuredly is at hand, Karna, because my words do not touch your heart."5 We
maust wonder if Krsna truly intended to touch Kama's heart. The temptation to defect
really is no temptation to a heart as loyal as Kama's. Karna responds ruefully that if they
two do not survive the battle, surely they will meet in heaven.’4? He embraces Krsna and
dismounts from the chariot.

Krsna will attempt one more manipulation. He will give Karna another
opportunity to choose the "wrong" path over the "right,” impossible, alternative.
Immediately before the fighting begins, Krsna approaches Kama on Kuruksetra to make
an outrageously implausible proposition.

Kama, I have heard it said that out of hatred for Bhisma you will not fight.

Choose our side, Radheya, for as long as Bhisma lives. When Bhisma is

slain, Radheya, then you can enter the battle again and help Dhrtaristra's

son, if you view all things impartially 548
Kama does not, as Krsna well knows, view all things impartially. He replies: "I will not

do anything displeasing to Dhrtarastra’s son, Kesava. Know that I am Duryodhana's

545 5.141.28-43
546 upasthita vinaseyam ninam adya vasumdhara
tatha hi me vacah kama nopaiti hrdayam tava (5.141.43)
547 5.141.46
548 Srutam me karna bhismasya dvesat kila na yotsyasi
sman varaya radheya yavad bhismo na hanyate
hate tu bhisme radheya punar egyasi samyuge
dhartaristrasya sahiyyam yadi pasyasi cet samam (6.41. 85-6)
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friend even unto death.">4? The fact that Krsna addresses Karna as Radheya, son of
Radha, is both insult and wamning. To be recognized as the son of Siuirya he must change
allegiance. Although Krsna knows who Karna is, he will refer to him disparagingly as
the sitaputra whenever he speaks of him to the Pandavas. Here again, Krsna reveals the
limitations of the humanity he, as avatara, has accepted. Krsna is genuinely concerned
about the ability of the Pandavas to win the war. The means permitted to him exclude
divine omnipotence; he acts in the world and in the lives of humans through the means of
Daiva and Kila, as well as by manipulating the "law" of karman, which in the jtihdsais a
weak law, to be sure.

That final "temptation” directly follows the Bhagavadgita, through which the
avalira prevented Atjuna from making a wrong choice, a choice not to fight and not to
kill. By revealing his divine form, Krsna assured Arjuna’s binding devotion, his bhaktr.
Arjuna will not remember for long what Krsna had said to him during their intense
dialogue, but that is irrelevant. The divine charioteer controls the destiny of his warrior;
Arjuna will be guided and protected at Kuruksetra, for Time requires a human
instrument. The Mahdbharata appeals to a number of dissimilar doctrines in explaining
the causative forces operative in the world, and that latitude nowhere is more evident than

in the Giti**° Even in regard to men of action like Arjuna and Kama, the messages are

© na vipriyam karisysmi dhirtarastrasya kesava
tyaktapranam hi mam viddhi duryodhanahitaisinam (6.41.87)
55%°See Bruce J. Long, "The Concepts of Human Action and Rebirth in the
Mahibharata" in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger
OFlaherty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 48.
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mixed. On the one hand, Krsna teaches forcetully that an individual is not a free agent;
he is an instrument, willing or unwilling, of Daiva, of Kila, of Krsna. "Deluded by the
notion of his own individuality, he will think, ' am the doer.""s5! On the other hand,
Krsna indicates that what the individual is by his inherent nature, svabhdva, is the product
of his own deeds. "Fettered by your karman bom of your inherent nature, son of Kunti,
from delusion you will do even what you do not want to do." 552 In fact, the doctrine of
svabhava turns out to be not unlike kd/avada. A man's behavior, be it moved by Daiva or
his own inherent nature, is subject to Time's delusions, a fact underscored by Krsna's
handling of Karna. 553 Kama is tempted with things he does not want. In choosing to
refuse, all the pain and humiliation he is destined to suffer are justified. Publicly, Krsna
will biame Karpa's fate on his "evil actions” and will use that argument to convince
Arjuna to kill "the sitaputra.” When "there will be no more tret3 nor krta nor dvapara,”
individuals like Karmna will be left alone and unprotected. The fortunate few, like Arjuna,
will be chosen in time by Time to choose rightly.

Whén, at the moment of theophany, Arjuna asks Krsna who he truly is, Krsna

replies, "I am Time."

I am ancient Time, the cause of the destruction of the world, come here to
annihilate the world. Except for you, all these warriors arrayed in

551 ahamkaravimigdhatma kartadham iti manyate (6.25.27)
352 svgbhavajena kaunteya nibaddhah svena karmana
kartum necchasi yan mohat karigyasy avaso ‘pi tat (6.40.60)

553 Vassilkov remarks the "svabhivavada, the doctrine of 'inherent nature' as the
highest principle not infrequently figures in the MBh as a doctrine closely related to
kilavada." He cites examples when the two doctrines are juxtaposed, one following upon
the other. Vassilkov, "Kalavada," 15-20.
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opposing ranks shall cease to exist. Therefore rise up, seize glory!

" Having conquered your enemies, enjoy sovereignty! These men already
are struck down by me; be merely the instrument, O ambidextrous archer.
Drona, Bhisma, Jayadratha, Kama, and other heroic warriors as well, are
killed by me. Kill them, do not hesitate! Fight! You will conquer your
rivals in battle.554

Krsna does not demand disinterestedness from Arjuna, he is told to "enjoy sovereignty,”
and promised that he will slay his greatest enemy, Karna, who is, in fact, already slain by
Time. In the lifelong duel between Karma and Arjuna, Karna alone is faced squarely

with the ethical problems posed by kalavada.

A Gita in Negative

The parallels the Mahabharata establishes between Arjuna and Kama are reflected
in the stibasd's structure. One fine examplie of this is Kama's experience of a
" Bhagavadgits” in reverse. While the raid on Viréta's cattle (see Chapter Four) is the
Gitds comic prelude and the Anugita its denouement (see below), Karna's experience in a
chariot driven by éalya is an image in negative of Arjuna's experience in a chariot driven
by Krsna. §alya, king of the Madras, is the brother of Madri, mother of the Pandava
twins, Nakula and Sahadeva. By all rights he should be an ally of the Pandavas, and

when Yudhisthira and Duryodhana send out calls for allies, §alya marches forth with a

554 kalo 'smi lokaksayakrt pravrddho: lokan samahartum iha pravrttah

rte 'pi tva na bhavigyanti sarve; ye ‘vasthitah pratyanikesu yodhah

tasmat tvam uttistha yaso labhasva, jitva satriin bhuriksva rijyam samrddham

mayaivaite nihatdh pirvam eva; nimittamatram bhava savyasacin

dronam ca bhismam ca jayadratham ca; karnam tathinyan api yodhaviran
maya hatams tvam jahi ma vyathistha; yudhyasva jetasi rane sapatnan (6.33.32-
34) :
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large army to join the Pandavas. But §alya is a vain and self-indulgent man. During the
march he comes upon one opulent lodge after another, all built especially in his honor,
where he is provided with excessive homage and certain "superhuman” thrills (alas, they
are not enumerated), which only augment his conceit.*55 After repeatedly relishing these
pleasures, éalya, who has assumed they were provided by Yudhisthira, inquires to whom
he may give thanks - whereupon Duryodhana springs from his hiding place, reveals that
the hospitality was his, and claims a reward: "Be the commander of my entire army!"35%6
Nonplussed, Salya cheerfully agrees, then rides off to inform Yudhisthira of the
unfortunate mix-up. Yudhisthira receives the news stoically, but asks a favor in return.
Since Salya is "the equal of Vasudeva Krsna in battle,"sS he surely will be called upon to
act as Karna's charioteer when Kama and Arjuna fight. When that occurs, says
Yudhisthira, "if you wish to please me, protect Arjuna, and by quenching the splendor
(tejas) of the sita’s son, bring us victory."$5® To cement the promise, Yudhisthira makes
the same request shortly before the battle, and Salya renews his false-hearted pledge to
undermine the greatest warrior on the side he is sworn to support.>*® This is the man,
Vasudeva Krsna's "equal,” who will act as Kama's sita when, after the unjust killing of

Drona (see Chapter Four), Kama is appointed general of the Kaurava armies. More than

555589

556 gsarvasend praneta me bhavan bhavitum arhati (5.8.12)

557 vasudeva samo yudhi (5.8.26)

558 tatra pilyo 'juno rajan yadi matpriyam icchasi
tejovadhas ca te karyah sauter asmaj jaya vahah (5.8.27)

559 6.41.80-82
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once in the battle books, Salya is said to be "the equal of Vasudeva Krsna in battle."560
This curious comparison is a narrative strategy not so much to elevate éalya as to
underscore Krsna's deviousness. In battle, Krsna is indeed "the equal of" Salya in
duplicity; like Salya, Krsna understands how crucial it is to the battle's outcome that
Kama be dispirited and weakened.

Sitting together the night before Kamna is to assume generalship of the Kaurava
armies, Kama and Duryodhana experience uncharacteristic remorse. "Reflecting upon
the pain they had caused Draupadi at the dicing, their hearts were heavy with sorrow.
Thinking about the pain they had inflicted on the Pandavas, the night seemed a thousand
years long."5¢! Their contrition merits no tempering of what Time has in store for them.
Next morning, Karna boasts that he is superior to Arjuna in everything but charioteer and
as foreseen requests King Salya for his driver. Vain Salya is insulted and insults Karna in
turn: Sirdras and siftas "are meant to be the servants of brahmins, ksatriyas, and vaisyas,
and not the other way around!"$62 Duryodhana reiterates his intimations of Karna's
nobility: "I do not think Karna possibly could have been bomn a sits. | think that strong-

armed warrior with his golden armor and earrings is the son of a god bom into the

560 vasudeva samo yudhi (5.8.26)
561 sahitas te nisayam tu duryodhana nivesane
atipracandad vidvesat pandavanam mahatmanam
yat tad dyfitapariklistam krsnam aninyire sabham
tat smaranto ‘nvatapyanta bhrsam udvignacetasah
cintayantas ca parthinam tin klesin dyiitakaritan
krechrena ksanadam rajan ninyur abda Satopamam (8.10.6-8)
562 brahmaksatravisam stidra vihitah paricarakah
brahmaksatrasya vihitah suta vai paricarakih
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ksatriya kula. How could a tiger be born from a deer?"563  Afier a good deal of flattery,
the Madras king is persuaded to take up, reluctantly, the reigns of Kama's chariot.

In the Bhagavadgiti, Arjuna had grown despondent and flung down his bow.
Krsna had used persuasions both human and divine to encourage him to fulfill his
ksatriya dharma, and then promised him victory. Now, no sooner do Kama and Salya set
out, than the charioteer begins to denigrate his warrior. "Well then, siftaputra,” he sneers,
"how can you treat the Pandavas with contempt, all of them great warriors and great
archers who know all the weapons!"$6¢ Their entry onto the field is marked by evil
portents. Meteors shower, thunderbolts crash, violent winds blow, bones rain from the
sky, Karna's horses stumble and fall.’6 However, "stupefied by Daiva," the Kauravas do
not notice the portents. "Seeing the sita’s son setting out, the lords of earth cried,
‘Victory!" The Kauravas considered the Pandavas already slain."% In reality, Kila
already has slain the Kauravas.

Unlike Arjuna, when Karna enters the battle he does so enthusiastically, with

extravagant self-confidence. "Even if Yama, Varuna, Kubera, and Indra along with their

na vit Sidrasya tatraiva Srnu vakyam mamanagha (8.23.35-36)
563 papi sita kule jatma kamam manye katham cana

devaputram aham manye ksatriyanam kulodbhavam

sakundalam sakavacam dirghabahum maharatham

katham &adityasadrsam mygi vyaghram janisyati (8.24.159-60)
564 giitaputra katham nu tvam pandavan avamanyase

sarvastrajiian mahesvasan sarvan eva maharathan (8.26.27)
565 8.26.34-37
556 na ca tan ganayam asuh sarve te daivamohitah

prasthitam siitaputram ca jayety Gcur nard bhuvi

nirjitan pandavams caiva menire tava kauravah (8.26.38-39)
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attendants come to protect the Pandava in the great war,” he boasts, "why mince words, |
will vanquish him and them!"56? "Stop! Stop your bragging, Karna, " laughs Salya.
"You are beside yourself and saying preposterous things.”s68 Salya reminds Karna that
Aruna had defeated him during the raid on Virata's cattle -- why should it be different
now? Karpa is not daunted. Ordering Salya to drive onto the field, he offers rich rewards
to any of Yudhisthira’s men who will lead him to Arjuna and Krsna. Duryodhana's troops
are heartened by his words, but éalya is contemptuous. He compares Karna's plan to that
"of a man tied to a heavy rock who wants to cross the ocean using only his two arms, or
of one who wants to leap down from the summit of a mountain!"s®® Karna calls Salya
"an enemy with the face of a friend" who is trying only to frighten him.57® Retorts Salya:
"You'll think yourself a lion until you see the two Krsnas standing together in one chariot.
You always will be a jackal and Dhanamjaya always a lion!"5”! An irresolute Arjuna had
heard his divine sizta exhort: Rise up! Seize glory! Enjoy sovereignty! Karna enters the
battle guided by a disloyal siita who wants to weaken him. Adding more pathos to this
Gila in negative, Karna's anger is short-lived and tempered with candor. "What

Vasudeva and Arjuna are, | know,"572 he admits, and divulges to his sdta the troubling

567 yama varuna kubera visava va; yadi yugapat sagand mahiahave
Jugupisava ihaitya pandavam; kim u bahuna saha tair jayami tam (8.26.6)
6% virama virama karna katthanad; atirabhaso 'syati capy ayuktavak 8.26.62)

569 samudrataranam dorbhyam kanthe baddhva yatha §ilam
giryagrad vi nipatanam tadrk tava cikirsitam (8.27.25)

57 tvam tu mitra mukhah satrur mém bhisayitum icchasi (8.27.28)

71 vyaghram tvam manyasa dtmanam yavat krsnau na pasyasi
samasthitav ekarathe stiryacandramasav iva (8.27.47)

512 yathavidhav arjuna vasudevau (8.29.1)
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events leading to Parasurama’s and the brahmin's curses. In the face of ﬁalya's
deprecations, Kama chooses to face Daiva and Kila with heroic disinterestedness.

I have called Kama's experience in his chariot with §alya a "Gita in negative," for
what a negative calls to mind is its positive -- the two are simultaneously opposite and
identical. Like the Gitd parody in Virafaparvan, with Arjuna acting as Uttara’s charioteer,
and the Anugiti (to be discussed below), the episode of Kama and éalya is a narrative
strategy that directs the audience to consider, or reconsider, the Bhagavadgitain the light

of the similar/dissimilar event.

Prelude to Fratricide: Fratricide Interrupted

In Karpaparvan, immediately preceeding Arjuna's and Kamna's final battle, there
occurs a startling scene, a clash between brothers that seldom is mentioned in
Mahibharata studies -- a curious omission, for it is one of the /t7hasd's most
psychologically revealing episodes. It exposes repressed resentment inY udhisthira and
Arjuna; and it reveals the extent to which the outcome of the war is dependent upon
Arjuna defeating Kama. On the field, Kamna has a number of opportunities to keep his
promise to Kunti that she will have five sons at the end of the war. He fights with each of
his brothers, excepting Arjuna, and allows each to escape. He and Yudhisthira engage in
particularly bitter combat, which cuminates with Yudhisthira seriously wounded, his
chariot shattered, and his charioteer slain. As he attempts to flee the field, Kama touches

his shoulder condescendingly, and laughs:
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How is it, pray tell, that you, born into a noble &u/s and into the dharma of

a ksatriya, are escaping your foes in battle to protect your own life? Sir, I

don't think you are properly acquainted with ksatriyadharma. You are

attached to brahmin powers, to reciting the Vedas and performing

sacrificial rites. Do not fight with me, son of Kunti, and do not approach

heroes!573
Karma's evaluation of Yudhisthira's divided nature is devastatingly perceptive. A shaken
Yudhisthira escapes to the camp to nurse his wounds, while Karna continues to fight
valiantly, killing multitudes.

Meanwhile, Krsna has been arranging matters so as to protect Arjuna from a
premature encounter with Karna; Kama first must exhaust himself. When Yudhisthira is
wounded, Krsna suggests that Arjuna retire from the field to comfort him. They find
Yudhisthira lying in pain on Draupadi's bed. Assuming they have come to announce
Karna's death, he feels he can voice at last his deep-rooted obsession:

For thirteen years, Dhanamjaya, for fear of him I have had neither sleep at

night nor joy by day. Filled with hatred for him, I burn, Dhanamjaya. ...

Awake or asleep, son of Kunti, [ always see Karna here, there,

everywhere! Here, there, wherever I go, Dhanamjaya, from fear of Kama
I seem to see Karna standing before me.574

573 katham nama kule jatah ksatradharme vyavasthitah
prajahyat samare Satriin pranan raksan mahahave
na-bhavan ksatradharmesu kusalo 'siti me matih
brahme bale bhavan yuktah svadhyaye yajiiakarmani
mam sma yudhyasva kaunteya ma ca virin samasadah (8.34-36)
574 trayodasaham varsagi yasmad bhito.dhanamjaya
na sma nidram labhe ridtrau na cahani sukham kva cit
tasya dvesena samyuktah paridahye dhanamjaya (8.46.16-17)
jagrat svapams ca kaunteya karnam eva sada hy aham
pasyami tatra tatraiva kama bhiitam idam jagat
yatra yatra hi gacchami karnad bhito dhanamjaya
tatra tatra hi pasyami kamam evagratah sthitam (8.46. 19-20)
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Yudhisthira is mortified that Kama allowed him to live; his sole consolation, he says, is
that Arjuna finally has killed the sitsputra. When Arjuna admits that he has left the field
with Kama still alive and fighting, Yudhisthira is furious. Frightened and weakened by
his wounds, he lashes out with uncharacteristic acerbity, reproaching Arjuna for deserting
the field and fleeing to the camp. Arjuna should hand over his mighty Gandiva bow to a
better warrior, he says, one who knows how to fight. "If you had given this bow to
Kesava [Krsna], you wicked man, Kesava would have killed the dreadful Kama in battle,
like Indra slaying Vrtra with his thunderbolt."s’> Better for Kunti to have aborted Arjuna
in the fifth month, Yudhisthira raves, than for Arjuna to have left Kama undefeated on
Kuruksetra$7¢ -- whereupon Arjuna draws his sword.

The scene would be comic were it no so painfully revealing. Krsna attempts to
caim Arjuna, but "breathing like an angry snake,” Arjuna retorts,

If any man would say, "Give Gandiva to another,” my secret vow is that I

would cut off his head. This king has spoken those words, Parakrama, ir

your very presence, Govinda. I dare not forgive him. Therefore, I will

slay this dharma-fearing king. I will keep my promise by killing this
excellent man.577

575 dhanus caitat keSavaya pradaya; yanta bhavisyas tvam rane ced duratman

tato 'hanisyat kesavah karnam ugram; marutpatir vrtram ivatta vajrah (8.48.14)
576 mase 'patisyah paiicame tvam prakrcchre; na va garbho 'py abhavisyah
prthayah

at te Sramo rajaputrabhavisyan; na samgramid apayatum durdtman (8.48.15)
577 arjunah praha govindam kruddhah sarpa iva Svasan

dada gandivam anyasma iti mam yo ‘bhicodayet

chindyam aham Siras tasya ity upamsu vratam mama

tad ukto 'ham adinitman rajiiamita parakrama

samaksam tava govinda na tat ksantum ihotsahe

tasmad enam vadhisyami rdjanam dharmabhirukam

pratijiiam palayisyami hatvemam narasattamam (8.49.8-11)
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Krsna rebukes Arjuna for giving way to wrath. He says there are only certain
circumstances in which a person may be killed. "To kill a man who has withdrawn from
battle, is without weapons, Bharata, one who has turned his face away, is running away,
or seeking shelter, or is joining his palms in surrender, is not respected by the wise. 578
(These words will take on added relevance shortly, when Kama is killed.) However,
Krsna continues, dharma is subtle; there are circumstances under which only untruth can
preserve the truth. "It is good to speak the truth. Nothing is considered higher than the
truth, but it is very difficult to understand the principles of a particular truth in practice.
In certain circumstances truth is not to be spoken and untruth is to be spoken."s™® Arjuna
has an obligation to keep true to the vow he has taken about his bow, Krsna reasons.
Nonetheless, when a person is shown disrespect, he is as good as slain. Arjuna should
insult Yudhisthira, thus fulfilling his vow while avoiding the sin of fratricide.58¢

Krsna's somewhat tortuous reasoning proves effective; it gives Arjuna an excuse
to vent years of repressed resentment. Arjuna scoffs at Yudhisthira for unjustly
criticizing his brothers from his safe position upon Draupadi's bed. As had Karna, Arjuna
accuses Yudhisthira of being more like a brahmin than a &satriya, more forceful in speech

than strong in arms. "I have never derived any happiness from you whatsoever," Arjuna

578 ayudhyamanasya vadhas tathasastrasya bharata
paranimukhasya dravatah §aranam vabhigacchatah
krtaiijaleh prapannasya na vadhah pujyate budhaih (8.49.22)
57 satyasya vacanam sadhu na satyad vidyate param
tattvenaitat sudurjileyam yasya satyam anusthitam
bhavet satyam avaktavyam vaktavyam anrtam bhavet (8.49.27-28)
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avows.58! "] do not rejoice at your sovereignty, since you are addicted to the evil practice
of dicing. Having yourself practiced an evil act, you now want to vanquish your enemies
with others' help in battle! Only the unrighteous are addicted to dicing.™%2

Afier unburdening himself, Arjuna, deeply ashamed of himself, draws his sword.
"What is this again?" cries Krsna.5®* "I am going to kill myself," replies Arjuna.s84
Krsna suggests a less drastic alternative: "Brag about your own good qualities, Partha; in
that way your self-esteem will be restored immediately!"585 It is not difficult for Arjuna
to eulogize himself: "No other archer like me is known, O god-king, except the god who
bears the trident [Siva]. I am even approved of by that great being. In an instant I can
destroy the universe of mobile and immobile creatures!">8¢ He continues in this vein, and
ends by professing a whole-hearted intent to kill the siltaputra Kama.s%’

The emoting does not end there —- now it is Yudhisthira's turn. He claims he is
the worst of human beings; Arjuna should behead him immediately.38® "Sinner that I am,

I am retiring to the forest this very day. Live happily without me! Mighty Bhima is fit to

580 8 49.64-71

581 tvattah sukham na vayam vidma kim cit (8.49.82)

582 na cabhinandami tavadhirajyam; yatas tam aksesv ahitaya saktah
svayam krtva papam andryajustam; ebhir yuddhe tartum icchasy arims tu
aksesu dosa bahavo vidharmah (8.49.85-86)

583 tam d@ha kysnah kim idam punar bhavan (8.49.89)

584 aham hanisye svasariram eva (8.49.90)

385 prabriihi partha svagunan ihatmanas; tatha svahardam bhavatiha sadyah

(8.49.91)

386 na madrso 'nyo naradeva vidyate; dhanurdharo devam rte pinakinam
aham hi tenanumato mahatmana; ksanena hanyam sacaracaram jagat (8.49.93)

587 sarvatmana siitaputram ca hantum (8.49.99)

588 tasmac chira$ chinddhi mamedam adya (8.49.102)
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be king. Eunuch that | am, what use for me is sovereignty?™®*® After listening patiently
to Yudhisthira's self-deprecation, Krsna calms him down by promising: "Today the earth
will drink the blood of the wicked Radheya, I swear truly to you; know that the sita’s son
is killed today!"*% Yudhisthira now begins to sing the praises Krsna: "I am guided,
Govinda, and carried across by you today, Madhava. Today you have saved us two from
a terrible disaster, Acyuta."¥! A repentant Arjuna falls weeping at Yudhisthira's feet.
"Then the king, King Dharma, raised up his brother Dhanamjaya, and embracing him
affectionately, wept aloud, O lord of the earth. The two resplendent brothers, tigers
among men, having wept for a long time, purified, became joyful."592

Krsna has manipulated this cathartic unbosoming to prepare Arjuna for the great
duel that faces him. He has fulfilled the role of a perfect sita by encouraging,
admonishing, and praising his warrior while denigrating the enemy. Nonetheless, after
flattering Arjuna a bit further, Krsna finds it necessary to end with a caveat: "In all
events, I must say what is for your benefit, Pandava. Do not, strong-armed one,

underestimate Karna, that splendor of battle."*? Kamna is strong, proud, an accomplished

589 gacchamy aham vanam evadya papah; sukham bhavan vartatam madvihinah
yogyo raja bhimaseno mahdtma; klibasya va mama kim rajyakrtyam(8.49.104)
% radheyasyadya papasya bhiimih pasyati Sonitam
satyam te pratijanami hatam viddhy adya sutajam (8.49.112)
591 anunito 'smi govinda tdritas cadya madhava
moksita vyasanad ghoridd vayam adya tvayacyuta (8.49.114)
592 utthapya bhritaram rija dharmaréjo dhanamjayam
samaslisya ca sasneham praruroda mahipatih
ruditva tu ciram kalam bhratarau sumahadyuti
krtasaucau naravyighrau pritimantau babhuvatuh (8. 50 12-13)

%93 avaSyamn tu maya vacyam yat pathyam tava pandava
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warrior; he also is "evil-natured, turned to wickedness, and cruel."s*¢ No one, not even
the gods, can defeat him, none but Arjuna. "So kill the si7ta’s son today!"s%5 Arjuna
claims he is ready:

Today, Krsna, I will free myself from the debt I owe to all archers, to my

own wrath, to the Kurus, to my arrows, and to Gandiva! Today I will be

freed from the grief I have cherished for thirteen years, Krsna, by slaying
Kama in battle like Indra slaying the demon Sambara!$96

The moment for which Krsna has prepared his instrument has come, and Karna does not
have a chance. It is the seventeenth day. Meanwhile, Kama is exhausting himself in
battle.

This scene of suspended fratricide, placed in the midst of the battle books, is both
shocking and effective on a number of levels. As a relief from the concentrated
descriptions of battle, it sweeps the audience into a wholly unexpected and fascinating
psychological dimension. As a narrative strategy, it arouses pity for Yudhisthira's
weaknesses, disdain for Arjuna's braggadocio, and sympathy for Kama's vulnerability.
The episode, initiated and manipulated by Krsna, emphasizes the extent to which the
avatara will go to prepare his imperfect instrument, Arjuna, to defeat Kama. Daiva is

shown once more to be more powerful that human initiative, yet dependent upon it.

mavamamstha mahabaho karnam ahavasobhinam (8.50.57)
594 duratrnanam papamatim nrsamsam (8.50.64)
395 rte tvam iti me buddhis tvam adya jahi siitajam (8.50.62)
596 adyiham anrnah krsna bhavisyamidhanur bhrtam
krodhasya ca kuriinam ca saranam gandivasya ca
adya duhkham aham moksye trayodasa samarjitam
hatva kamam rane krsna $ambaram maghavin iva (8.52.23-24)
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The Death of Karna

David Shulman suggests that the entire Mah3bharata can be regarded "as an
extended essay, carried along on a complex narrative frame, on time and its terrors."97
This dissertation has taken the net of Indra as a metaphor for that "complex narrative
frame" and argued that only by examining and appreciating the jtihasa's fine literary
structure do we begin to understand its multivocal discourse. We have argued that the
Mahabharatd's model author has used multiple narrative strategies to suggest that Karna,
for all his flaws, is not unlike the stiA3sa’s audience; he is a solitary human in an age of
darkness. However we articulate Karna's dilemma -- he is deluded by Kila, condemned
by Daiva, manipulated by Krsna — his is an existential dilemma bom of an irresolvable
conflict between his own inherent nature, svabhava, and the vicissitudes of Time.
Certainly no other figure within the st7hdsa is more conscious of, more subject to, "time
and its terrors.” Kama is keenly aware that inscrutable destiny ultimately will prove
more powerful than human effort. He is, by nature and through Daiva, incapable of the
absolute surrender demanded of a bhakta of Krsna. As such, he presents to the /tihidsd's
audience a model of the isolated individual crying, as it were, to a deaf heaven. His
heroism is far more genuine and more inspiring than Arjuna's, but his proud individuality

is pathetic as well.

597 David Dean Shulman, "Towards a Historical Poetics of the Sanskrit Epics,”
International Folklore Review8 (1991): 11.
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Arjuna has been protected and prepared while Kama undergoes his " Gitd in
negative,” with a faithless si7ta leading him into fruitless skirmishes. To emphasize the
doom awaiting Duryodhana's general and his armies in comparison to the victory
guaranteed to their adversaries, an extended analogy is developed between Kama and
Krsna. It begins with Bhisma's last blessing to Karna, which sings like the Gita:

Like the ocean is to rivers, like the sun to astrology, like the righteous to

truth, like a fertile soil to seeds, like the clouds to all creatures, be you the

support of your friends. Let your friends follow you as the immortals
follow thousand-eyed Indra.5%

And the Bombay Edition adds this line: "Be to the Kauravas as Visnu to the dwellers of
heaven!"s% Kama will fulfill that role until he dies. When the terrified Kauravas rush to
Karna for shelter on the battlefield, he tells them, "Do not fear, come to me,"%®? echoing
Krsna's call in the Bhagavadgitz "Take refuge with me alone ... do not be distressed."50!
By choosing to remain alone and unrecognized, Kama must bear a double burden,
fulfilling for Duryodhana's armies the role that the "two Krsnas on one chariot" fulfill for
the Pandavas. Kamna believes that victory depends upon Daiva, yet fails to recognize

that Daiva, as Kala, is Krsna.

%98 samudra iva sindhiindm jyotisam iva bhaskarah
satyasya ca yatha santo bijanam iva corvara
parjanya iva bhiitanam pratistha suhrdam bhava
bandhavas tvanujivantu sahasraksam ivamarah (7.4.2-3)
599 kauravanam bhava gatiryatha visnurdivaukasam (7.4. 4)
The Bombay Edition insists on parallels between Kama and Visnuw/Krsna in a
number of passages that are omitted from the Critical Edition.
600 tafi Sonitapariklinnan visamasthaii saraturan
ma bhaistety abravit karno hy abhito mam iteti ca (8.59.41)
%! mam ekam Saranam vraja ... ma sucah (6.40.66)
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Lengthy, brutal descriptions of battle precede Arjuna and Kama's final combat.
Bhima fulfills the promise he had made at the dicing to slaughter Duhs3sana and rip open
his chest. "I am drinking your blood from your throat, O vilest of men!” Bhima gloats.52
Thereafier, Arjuna kills Karna's son Vrsasena before Kama's eyes, first severing the
young man's arms, then his head.%> When Arjuna and Karna at last prepare to fight,
cach warrior turns to his charioteer with a question. "If the Partha kills me at some point
today in combat,” asks Karna, "tell me truly, friend, what will you do then?" Salya gives
a bold but unconvincing reply: "Kama, if Arjuna of the white horses kills you today in
combat, alone on the chariot I will kill both Madhava [Krsna] and the Pandava."60¢

When Arjuna asks the same question, Krsna replies with an ominous laugh:

The sun may fall from the sky, the earth may split into a thousand pieces,
fire may grow cold, but Kama will not kill you, Dhanamjaya. But if such &

ing should occur, it means universal destruction. Then I will kill Karna
and Salya in battle with my own two arms.505

Fortified with this promise, Arjuna engages Karna.

602 esa te rudhiram kkanthat pibami purusadhama (8.61.11)
603 8.62
604 yadi partho rane hanyad adya mam iha karhi cit
kim uttaram tada te syit sakhe satyam bravihi me
(Zalya)
yadi karna rane hanyéd adya tvam Svetaviahanah
ubhav ekarathenaham hanyam madhava pindavau (8.63.73-74)
605 evam eva tu govimpdam arjunah pratyabhisata
tam prahasyabravit krsnah partham param idam vacah
pated divakarah sthanic chiryetanekadh3 ksitih
Saityam agnir iy@n na tva kamo hanyad dhanamjayam
yadi tv evam katham cit syal lokaparyasanam yatha
hanyam karmam tatha salyam bihubhyam eva samyuge (8.63.75-77)
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The fight between the two brothers is prolonged and agonizing.%%¢ At one point,
Karna aims a special arrow at Arjuna, a weapon that has taken him years to master.
éalya tells him it will never succeed. Karna is furious and shoots the arrow in spite of his
sita’s insults, shouting, "You are dead, Phalguna!™%®’ The arrow certainly would be
deadly, but Krsna is at the ready. He presses down on the chariot and the arrow just
misses Arjuna's head. It strikes instead Arjuna'’s golden crown, which falls to the earth
“like the sun setting behind the Western Mountain,"6%¢ the same metaphor used when
Kama's head falls from his body,5? suggesting poetically that but for Krsna's
interference, the roles of killer and killed might have been reversed.6!0

Now Karna's curses begin to take effect. As the mantra for the Brahma weapon
slips from his memory, the wheel of his chariot sinks into the mud. Below the line in the
Critical Edition are lines included in the Vulgate: at this moment, Kila, embodied Time,
desirous of telling Kamna his death is at hand, comes to him invisibly and whispers
maliciously, "The earth is swallowing your wheel."5!! Salya is not mentioned; Kama's
sirta does not help him in this moment of greatest need. Kama jumps down to extricate

the wheel and, weeping in frustration, pleads, "Be patient for a moment, Pandava, seeing

606 8.66-67.

607 hato 'si vai phalguna ity avocat (8.66.9)

€08 papita parthasya kiritam uttamam; divakaro ‘stad iva parvataj jvalan (8.66.16)

609 agtam gacchanty athadityah prabham adaya gacchati (8.67.32)

610 The Bombay Edition elaborates this scene by explaining that Karna's deadly
arrow is inhabited by the snake Asvasena, who wants to revenge his mother’s beheading
by Arjuna during the burning of the Khandava forest so many years ago.

§!1 kalo hyadySyo nypa viprasapiannidarsayankamavadham bruvanah

bhiumistu cakram grasatityavocatkarnasya tasminvadhakale ‘bhyupete



263

that my wheel has been swallowed up because of da/va."612 He reminds Arjuna of the
very rules Krsna had cited earlier: It is forbidden to kill a person who has turned his face
away, or is joining his hands in surrender, or is without weapons.5!* Despite his
dilemma, Kama continues to address his brother and foe with dignified courtesy:

You are a hero, son of Kunti, so be patient for a moment while I raise this

wheel from the earth, Dhanamjaya. Don't kill me while you are on your

chariot and I am standing on the ground. I am afraid of neither of

Vdsudeva nor you, son of Pandu. You are born a ksatriya, sprung from a

great kula. Recalling the precepts of dharma, be patient for a moment,

Pﬁ;@mﬁl‘
Before Arjuna can waver, Krsna interjects from upon the chariot: "Radheya, how
propitious that you are remembering dharma! When base men fall into a terrible plight
they normally blame it on dasva and nor their own misdeeds."s!5 Where had Karmna's
dharma gone when he let Yudhisthira be cheated at the dice game, Krsna asks
rhetorically. Where had his dharma gone when he laughed at the menstruating Draupadi

in the clutches of Duh$asana? Where had his dharma gone when, because he coveted the

(8.66.1122%)

612 prasta cakras tu raidheyah kopad asriiny avartayat

s0 'bravid arjunam cdpi muhiirtam ksama pandava

madhye cakram avagrastam drstva daivad idam mama (8.66.60-61)
612 8.66.61-63
614 tvam ca $iiro 'si kaunteya tasmat ksama mubhiirtakam

yavac cakram idam bhiimer uddharami dhanamjaya

na mam rathastho bhimistham asajjam hantum arhasi

na vasudevit tvatto va pandaveya vibhemy aham

tvam hi ksatriya dayado mahakulavivardhanah

smrtva dharmopadesam tvam mubhiirtam ksama pandava (8.66.63-65)
615 athabravid vasudevo rathastho; radheya distya smarastha dharmam

prayena nicd vyasanesu magna; nindanti daivam kukrtam na tat tat (8.67.1)
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kingdom, he relied on evil Sakuni to defeat the Pindavas?6'¢ Krsna's words have the
intended effect. Arjuna grows enraged and begins to shoot arrows furiously at Kama,
who struggies to protect himself. Finally, at Krsna's urging, Arjuna takes the powerful
afijalika weapon, places it on his Gandiva, and shouts, "May this arrow bring victory!
Vengeful, glorious as a conjunction of sun and moon, may it guide Karna into the
presence of Yama!"6!7

When his wheel had sunk into the earth, and the mantra escaped his mind,
Karna had reflected that while he always had been devoted to dharma, and while wise
men say that dharma protects its devotees, in the end dharma was protecting him no
longer.6'% At the moment of death, Kama feels abandoned by the very principle he had
striven to uphold throughout his difficult life. Kuruksetra, the so-called field of
dharma,%'? signifies for Kamna a total collapse of dharma, the annihilation of whatever
might provide an ethical compass. "There will be no more frefd nor &rta nor dvapara...."

In the darkness, what Kama does not know is that Krsna has changed the rules. The great

616 yada sabhayam kaunteyam anaksajiiam yudhisthiram
aksajiiah Sakunir jeta tada dharmah kva te gatah
yada rajasvalam krsnam duhsasana vase sthitam
sabhayam prahasah karna kva te dharmas tada gatah
rijyalubdhah punah kama samahvayasi pandavam
gandhirarajam asritya kva te dharmas tadi gatah (8.67.3-5)
617 bruvan kiriti tam atiprahrsto; ayam $aro me vijayavaho ‘stu
jlsghgtgzm arkendusama prabhivah; kamam samaptim nayatim yamaya
(8.67.22)
618 dharmapradhanan abhipati dharma; ity abruvan dharmavidah sadaiva
mamapi nimno ‘dya na pati bhaktan; manye na nityam paripati dharmah
(8.66.43)
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final teaching of the Bhagavadgitiis a secret the Lord shares only with the chosen.
"Abandoning all dharmas, take refuge with me alone. I will deliver you from all evil, do
not be distressed."520 Kama, refuge of the Kauravas, not having abandoned dharma, now
feels abandoned by dharma. Daiva, Kila and Mrtyu -- Fate, Time, and Death -- govern
the kali yuga. Arjuna's afjalika strikes its mark.

With his limbs pierced all over with arrows, bathed in a torrent of blood,

Kama's body shone with its own light as if with sunbeams. Having

scorched the enemy armies with light rays for arrows, the Karna-sun was

made to set by the mighty Arjuna-time.52!
As the Kauravas watch in horror, Karna's head is torn from his body. "Like the head of
Indra with its thousand eyes, like a splendid lotus of a thousand petals, like the sun of a
thousand rays at the close of day, thus did Karna's head fall to the earth."622 From the
fallen body a light streams forth and enters the sun.¢23

Duryodhana weeps over the bloody remains of his general and friend. Salya,

once more on the scene, attempts to comfort him: "Do not be distressed, Bharata. It is

619 Dharmaksetre kuruketre, "On the field of dharma, the Kuru field," are the

famous opening words of the Bhagavadgita.

620 sarvadharman parityajya mam ekam Saranam vraja
aham tva sarvapapebhyo moksayisyami ma Sucah (6.40.66)

621 sarair acitasarvangah sonitaughapariplutah
vibhati dehah karnasya svarasmibhir ivamsuman
pratapya senam amitrim diptaih $aragabhasstibhih
balinarjuna kilena nito 'starp kama bhiskarah (8.67.30-31)

622 sahasranetra pratimanakarmanah; sahasrapatra pratimananam Subham
sahasrarasmir dinasamksaye yatha; tathapatat tasya siro vasumdharam
(8.67.37)

623 dehat tu karnasya nipatitasya; tejo diptam kham vigahyéacirena (8.67.27)
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destiny."2¢ There is no more affecting scene in the Mahabhirata A succession of
narrative strategies has developed great sympathy for Kama and a wary skepticism
towards Krsna and his human instrument. As Shulman remarks, Karna "falls victim to
his own innocent faith in ... a universe infused with the possibility of meaning.”62> Our
distress at the fall of this lonely hero is only augmented when Yudhisthira comes to the
field to view the corpse and, rejoicing, cries out to Krsna, "Today I am king of the earth,

together with my brothers, Govinda!"™626

Mrtyu

After the war, Yudhisthira, sitting beside the dying Bhisma, struggles to come to
terms with the terrible calamity of war and the intolerable knowledge that Kama was his
elder brother. He asks the pitimaha about death: "What is Mrtyu?” he wa;lts to know.
From where does Mrtyu come? From whom is Mrtyu born?627 Bhisma answers with a
story.62® When Brahma first created the universe, says Bhisma, it was populated by a
great multitude of living beings. Those beings multiplied so rapidly that the goddess
Earth went before Brahma and pled with him to lighten her burden. The god grants her
wish. From the orifices of the creator’s body emerges a woman, "a dark woman, Arsna,

dressed in red garments, with red eyes and red palms, wearing divine earrings, adorned

624 tan ma suco bharata distam etat (8.68.12)

625 Shulman, King and Clown, 387.

626 adya rajasmi govinda prthivyam bhratrbhih saha (8.69.31)

627 kasya mrtyuh kuto mrtyh kena mrtyur iha prajah (12.248.6)

628 12. 248. The story of Mrtyu is told as well in Dropaparvan (7.72) of the
Bombay Edition of the Mahabharata, after the killing of Abhimanyu.
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with divine ornaments."2® Brahma commands her — she is Mrtyu - to unburden the
Earth by bringing death to all living creatures. Mrtyu begins to weep; folding her hands
in supplication, she entreats Brahma to release her from the ghastly task. She flees into
the wilderness where she performs extreme austerities for numberless years. Still, the
creator will not be moved: Mrtyu must unburden the Earth. However, Brahma makes a
concession: "Eternal dharma will enter into you,"630 he says, and Mrtyu will incur no sin.
Rather, the tears Mrtyu sheds will become terrible diseases. Then, when a person's hour
has come and he is struck by disease, Mrtyu is to send forth desire and wrath,
kamakrodhau. Those dual sins, not Mrtyu, will be the agent of the person's death. Mrtyu
will be absolved of responsibility; when desire and wrath enter a man, he will be held
responsible for his own death. The origin of k3makrodhau is left unexplained; it must be
a creation from Brahma.

It is not clear how the story of Mrtyu might have comforted Yudhisthira. The
story is, however, similar to Gautami's. Disease, like the snake, is Death's material
instrument, and Death herself is absolved from direct responsibility by k3makrodhau.
Mrtyu, born from the mind of Brahma, is a form of embodied Daiva; desire-and-anger,
also created by Brahma3, are an impersonal dasva that insinuates itself into the human
individual and manifests as if through that individual's initiative. The story, particularly

as it is strategically placed, raises a significant ethical dilemma inherent in a world

629 krsna raktambaradhara raktanetratalantara
divyakundalasampanna divyabharanabhiisita (12.249.16)
630 dharmah sanitanah ca tvam ihaivanupraveksyate (12.250.28)
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govemed by kilavada, by Kala. Death's chosen victims, all mortal creatures, are
deliberately deluded. The burden of a person's acts performed from his deluded
intelligence is his own to bear, while the evils that follow "appear as natural
consequences, retribution for his own misdeeds."63!

It cannot be unintentional that dark Mrtyu shares an epithet, Krsna, with
Draupadi, who is born from fire to "accomplish the work of the gods in time, £ka/e,” by
leading "the ksatrivasto their doom."32 Mrtyu and Krsna share their names with the
dark Lord, Krsna, who is Time, and with Arjuna, who, as one of the "two Krsnas upon a
single chariot” acts as the material agent of Time and Death. Therefore, when Arjuna
performs the essential action of killing his brother, Kama falls at the hands of "mighty
Arjuna-time," balinirjuna kalena (see above). When an individual has been chosen by
Krsna to choose to take refuge with Krsna, he is safe both physically and morally. He is
freed from all sin, as Krsna says; and as Mrtyu's story attests, to be free from sin is to be
free from death. Death comes through kamakrodhau -- for Karna, but not for Arjuna.

Karpaparvan ends with Karna's death. The ninth book, Sa/yaparvan, opens with
Samjaya rushing to Dhrtarastra with the devastating news of the final two days of battle
and their horrendous aftermath. "Most of the survivors are women, for the world has

been deluded by Time."$33 Duryodhana is dead. Kama is dead. Only ten ksatriyas

631 Sukumari Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancient India (Calcutta: Baulmor
Prakashan, 1995), 306.
€32 sarvayosid vara krsna ksayam ksatram ninisati
surakiryam iyam kile karisyati sumadhyama (1.155.44-45)
633 prayah stri Sesam abhavaj jagat kilena mohitam (9.10.33)
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survive: the five Pindavas with Krsna and Satyaki. and the three Kauravas who have
carried out the night massacre: Krpa, Krtavarman, and Asvatthdman. Dhrtarastra faints
with grief. After he recovers, Samjaya relates the details of the seventeenth and
eighteenth days of the Kuruksetra war: how Salya is made commander of the devastated
Kaurava armies and is killed by Yudhisthira; how Duryodhana hides himself in a frozen
lake; how the Pandavas discover Duryodhana and challenge him to fight with Bhima;
how Bhisma, urged on by Arjuna and Krsna, breaks all norms of battle by striking
Duryodhana below the waist, shattering his thighs. When Duryodhana falls in agony,
Krsna and the Pandavas shudder with delight and roar like lions. Balarima, Krspa's
brother, arrives upon the scene and angrily accuses the Pandavas and Krsna of an
outrageous breach of dharma. Krsna tries to excuse the deed: "Know that the kali yuga
has arrived," he tells his brother.6** Balarama is not persuaded.

Duryodhana, lying crippled on the ground, assails the Pandavas for their
unconscionable misdeeds. "If you had fought me, Kama, Bhisma and Drona fairly in
battle, victory never would have been yours. By your repeatedly ignoble and deceitful
methods, princes and kings observant of their dharma are slain, and we as well."63
Nonetheless, Duryodhana faces death with proud resignation, and makes a rueful (and

accurate) prediction for the living.

64 priiptam kaliyugam viddhi (9.59.21)
635 yadi mam capi kamam ca bhismadronau ca samyuge
fjuna pratiyudhyetha na te syad vijayo dhruvam
tvaya punar aniryena jihmamiérgena pérthivah
svadharmam anutisthanto vayam ca@nye ca ghatitah (9.60.37-38)
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I have attained human pleasures worthy of the gods difficult even for

kings to attain, and the highest sovereignty. Who then is more fortunate

than I? With my friends and relations I am going to heaven, Acyuta

{Krsna]. All of you, expectations shattered, grieving, will go en living.636
Flowers rain down from the sky and celestial voices sing the praises of Duryodhana,
attesting that he, Bhisma, Drona, and Karna were killed unrighteously. The Pandavas are
distraught and ashamed. Krsna is uncharactaristically blunt with the Pandavas:

They all were courageous warriors swift with weapons. It would not have

been possible for you to kill them in a fair fight. Therefore I used

improper stratagems; otherwise the Pandava armies never would have

been victorious. ... Don't take it to heart that those princes have been

killed. There must be deceitful killing by skillful means when your

enemies are superior.53’

Salyaparvan closes with Duryodhana making a startling declaration. "I am not
ignorant of the glory of Krsna with his boundless splendor. He has not caused me to fall
from the proper observance of ksatriya dharma. I have attained him. I am not to be
lamented at all."63® [ have attained him -- what are we to make of Duryodhana's claim?

As discussed above (Chapter Two), before the war Duryodhana had flaunted his self-

636 devarha manusa bhogih prapta asulabha nrpaih

aiSvaryam cottamam praptam ko nu svantataro maya

sasuhrt sanubandhas ca svargam gantaham acyuta

yuyam vihatasamkalpah Socanto vartayisyatha (9.60.49-50)
637 naisa sakyo ‘tiSighrastras te ca sarve maharathih

fu yuddhena vikrantd hantum yusmabhir dhave

upaya vihita hy ete maya tasman naradhipdh ,

anyatha pandaveyanam nabhavisyaj jayah kva cit ...

na ca vo hrdi kartavyam yad ayam ghitito nrpah

mithya vadhyas tathopdyair bahavah satravo 'dhikah (9. 60.57-61)
638 manyamanah prabhiavam ca krsnasyamita tejasah

tena na cyavitas caham ksatradharmat svanusthitat

sa maya samanuprapto nasmi Socyah katham cana (9.64.28-29)
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confident individualism and denied that the blessings of the gods gave the Pandavas any
advantage over the superior Kauravas. The gods do not care about human sentiments,
Duryodhana had argued, nor do they interfere in human affairs. Therefore, when it came
to acting in the world, he deemed his manly power greater than the power of the gods; he
would defeat the Pandavas purely because he was a stronger and wiser man than any of
them.53? As it turns out, Duryodhana is right, but only partially so. Krsna has admitted
that in a fair fight the Pandavas could have defeated neither Duryodhana nor Karna.
However, as the world moves from dvapara to kali, the gods, and Visnu in particular, do
indeed take an interest in human affairs. Daiva and Kila are sovereign in this universe,
and the fight is not fair. If, at the last moment, Duryodhana has "attained” Krsna, thus
been chosen to attain Krsna, then the lonely end of Kama 1s all the more unsettling.
Later, when Yudhisthira asks Narada why Karna met with such a harrowing end,
Narada gives a list of reasons: because of the two curses; because, stupefied by Daiva, he
gave his earrings and armor to Indra; because he granted the boon of five sons to Kunti;
because Bhisma disdained him; because Salya undermined him; because Krsna plotted
against him; because Arjuna obtained celestial weapons with which to kill him. Thus,
says Narada, Yudhisthira's elder brother, cursed and deceived by many, was slain by
Arjuna.$© Nairada does not mention the list of Karna's misdeeds that Krsna recounted at
Kuruksetra to provoke Arjuna's fury (see above). While Krsna insists on attributing

personal responsibility, Narada's explanation is an expression of pure kd/avada. Sitting

639 5.60
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with Narada, a weeping Yudhisthira appears to have forgotten his obsessive dread of
Karna. All he recalls now is that at the dicing Kama's feet had reminded him of Kunti's;
the thought of Karna's feet prompts in him the desire to give up the kingdom and retire to
the forest. Arjuna finds Yudhisthira's grieving deplorable: "Oh, how painful, oh how
miserable, oh how extremely feeble-minded” are Yudhisthira's words, he says.%! Anjuna
never will express remorse for killing his brother.

Arjuna is not a bad man, but he is impulsive, unreflective, proud, forgetful, and
somewhat self-indulgent. In comparison, Kama, while exceedingly proud, is a model of
self-discipline, courage, and truthfulness. Nonetheless, while Krsna calls attention to
Kama's abundant transgressions of dharma, he is unwilling to admit a single flaw in
Arjuna. This discrepancy in the god's valuations is illustrated in one of the Mahsbharatd's
most delightfully comic and slyly ironic scenes. It occurs in book fourteen,
Asvamedhikaparvan, the "Horse Sacrifice.” A weary Arjuna has just returned from an
arduous adventure in pursuit of Yudhisthira's sacrificial horse (more of that below).
Yudhisthira asks Krsna why it is that the great hero Arjuna has had to suffer so much
hardship, discomfort, and pain. Krsna reflects for a long time, then replies: "I do not
observe anything at all wrong with this prince — except that the man-lion has an
extraordinarily large penis. That is why this tiger among men always has to be on the

road. Ireally see no other reason why he should experience pain."*2 The itihisa adds

640 12.5.8-15
64! aho duhkham aho krcchram aho vaiklavyam uttamam (12.8.3)
542 na hy asya nypate kim cid anistam upalaksaye
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that upon hearing these words, "Krsna Draupadi cast Krsna a withering sidelong
glance."643

This comic exchange raises intriguing questions. Why is Arjuna considered
virtually flawless? His large pindika has played a not insignificant role in his earlier
adventures on the road, but in a ksatriya this is a manly virtue. Krsna's "criticism"” is, in
fact, praise. Arjuna's very lack of complexity, his cheerful willingness to plunge into any
fray, his ability to offer Krsna a simple devotion, make him the avatdra'sideal instrument.
Karmna, on the other hand, is complex, tormented, hypersensitive, made so by the
circumstances of his life from the moment of birth. Narada's list of reasons "why" Karna
met his painful fate prompts the audience to pursue a deeper "why." Why are Kala and
Daiva so unfavorable to the son of Siirya? Is there any justice at work in the world?
Indeed, from the point of view of the isolated individual, there appears to be no arbiter or
code of uniform law to explain "the diversity of punishments and the discrepancy

between the offence and the crime."6%

rte purusasimhasya pindike ‘syatikayatah
tabhyam sa purusavyaghro nityam adhvasu yujyate
na hy anyad anupasyami yensasau duhkhabhig jayah (14.89.7-8)

Our appreciation of Krsna's assessment of Arjuna’s singie inauspicious mark is
heightened by the fact that in the K. M. Ganguli translation of the Mahabharata from the
nineteenth century, pindika, "penis,” is translated as "cheekbones:" Krsna finds Arjuna's
cheekbones just "a little too high"! Pratap Chandra Roy, ed., The Mahabharata of
Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa, translated by K. M. Ganguli (1883-1896. Reprint. Calcutta:
Oriental Publishing Company, 1955), Volume XI1, p. 165.

643 krsni tu draupadi krsnam tiryak sasiyam aiksata (14.89.10)

64 Bhattacharji, Fatalism in Ancient India, 273.
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Kiala: Coming (almost) Full-Circle

Yudhisthira's deep remorse for the death of Karna and so many others at
Kuruksetra, and his urge to renounce the throne and the world, prompts the
Mahabharatds lengthy twelfth and thirteenth books, the Sant7 and Anusdsana parvans.
These books may be and frequently have been read as inflated compendiums of religion,
philosophy, and myth. However, it is important to keep in mind their narrative context —
they bring solace to comfort Yudhisthira and educate him in the dharma of kingship.
Bhisma's improbably long deathbed oration demonstrates how individuals may take
solace in religion at times of great suffering or despair. For all the teachings about moksa
contained in the two huge parvans, there never is any intention to encourage Yudhisthira
along the path of asvrtti. The apparent conflict between the teachings of nivrtti margs
and pravrtti marga, by the very fact that it is not resolved, is rendered irrelevant. Even
the eulogies to Siva as the highest god are not strictly in opposition to those extolling
Visnu. The end result of all the discourse is that Yudhisthira is comforted, which is what
he desperately needs. He asks the same questions over and over again, telling Bhisma
that he cannot hear enough and wants to hear more. Taken as a whole, the two so-called
"didactic” books represent the rich tradition from which the Mahabharata springs; their
very breadth and variety pose a deliberate challenge to non-Vedic, ndstika, traditions, and

an affirmation of the tradition from which the jtihdsd’s audience springs.®** Who could

645 | ancient India, the nistikas (those who say, "It [the Veda] is not” true, nisti)
were considered heterodox by the "orthodox" brahminical tradition. The nastikas
included in particular the Buddhists, Jains, and Ajivikas. The ancient grammarian
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need more than what is offered to Yudhisthira? He, the son of Dharma, is the
consummately "religious” man, and he revels in it all. In books twelve and thirteen, the
Mahabharata demonstrates once again that it contains "everything." In the end, however,
Bhisma dies and Yudhisthira is still the same person, ridden with guilt and longing to
retreat to the forest.

Julian Woods argues that the /&zh#sa demonstrates an inability to resolve the
tension between dasva and purusakira, drawing heavily upon the S@nti and Anusasana
parvans and the Bhagavadgita, as well as the commentaries of later writers like Ramanuja
and Samkara, in his exploration of the two worldviews. He concludes that the

Mahiabharatds author
does not appear to be aware of the basic contradiction posed by the
juxtaposition of a finalistic teleology that permeates the course of the
world, and our God-given freedom to choose between the good (sreyas)
and our own self-indulgence (preyas). In the light of the cosmic
determinism of Daiva, human self-determination is reduced to a
groundless phantom.546
Woods critiques the Mahabharatd's author for a somewhat unformed or unthoughtful
treatment of the issue. However, he concedes, following Biardeau, that the author
"would have tended to see the issue in the context of the practical needs of his

reader/listeners, not as a problem to be solved intellectually."s4” This dissertation would

Pataiijali referred to the attitude between the two groups as that between a mongoose and
a snake. Cited in: Gavin Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 82.

646 Woods, Destiny and Human Initiative, 149.

%47 Woods, Destiny and Human Initiativ, 152.
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disagree with the first assertion. A close examination of the /t7h3sa reveals that its author
is quite aware of that "contradiction,” and has employed a number of narrative strategies
to focus on the problem. As for Wood's and Biardeau's conclusions about the author’s
concerns for his audience, we would concur perhaps even more forcefully than either of
them, both of whom read the itihasa as myth and symbol rather than as literary
narrative. ¢

These considerations bring to mind Madhva and Sukthankar’s observations,
discussed in Chapter Two, concerning three "levels” or "planes” on which the
Mahabhirata may be read: an "historical” or "mundane” plane, a "religious” or "ethical”
plane, and a "transcendental” or "metaphysical” plane. We observed that both of the
great commentators on the stzhdsa emphasized the meaning of the text, whereas
Abhinavagupta and Anandavardhana, following Bharata, emphasized reception. For
Madhva and Sukthankar, as well as for scholars like Woods, there is an implied
hierarchy, the third plane being decidedly "higher” or "deeper” -- and inherently more
interesting -- than the second or first. However, a reader-response approach to the
Mahabharara must turn that hierarchy not upside down but on the level, must position it

horizontally. The Mahabharata's characters exist on all three planes, some being

64¢ Woods concurs with Biardeau's attempt to account for problems that arise
when Kama is interpreted as the Mahabhirata's mythic anti-hero. Why, then, is his father
Sitirya, the Sun, a high and powerful deva? Biardeau reads the jtzhdsa as an
eschatological myth dealing with the end of the world, the end of an eon. In this
structure, then, Karna is interpreted as the "replica of the dreadful sun, which rises at the
end of a cosmic period to destroy the world by fire."” Cited in: Woods, Destiny and
Human Initiative, 43.
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stationed more firmly in one plane than another. For instance, sages like Markandeya
and Narada operate from a transcendent realm and are able see the truth of things both
divine and mortal. Others, like Vidura and Bhisma, are inclined to act as mouthpieces for
morality and dharma. While few characters are simply human -- most claim divine or
demonic paternity — the Pandavas and Kauravas operate primarily on a human plane.
The great difference between men is that some are under the protection of Krsna and
some are not. Kama exemplifies the latter sort of human being. His resentfulness,
ambition, and aggressiveness are mitigated by a respect for truth and an adhesion to the
cthical code of a varna he believes is higher than his own. Kama's longings for the
transcendent are expressed in his daily worship of the Sun. The irony here is that Karna,
not having been chosen by Krsna, prays to the "wrong" deity, one that cannot protect him
and will not reveal his paternity. Krsna operates on all three planes. As avatara,
incarnation of the transcendent Visnu, he assumes human limitations in order to uphold
dharma.

To approach the three perspectives in a "horizontal” or "literary” manner is to
understand them in relationship to time — or Time, Kaila, the avatara who, like the
itthasd's "author," Vyasa, moves everywhere at will. Krsna/Kila, mediated by Vyasa,
determines the vision of the world available to beings in the worid at any given

moment.5° The literary expression of time in the Mahabharata has three distinct

649 This is underscored by the exceptional cases when characters are given
supernatural vision by Krsna or Vyasa. Arjuna, Bhisma, Drona, Samjaya, Vidura, and
Uttaiika are given glimpses of Krsna's divine form. Samjaya and Gandhari are granted a
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movements. In the first five parvans leading up to the war, the principle characters are
relatively young and the narrative is crowded with activity. The passage of time is
compressed and intensified. Even the twelve years of exile pass at an almost breathless
pace, interrupted as they are by inspiring stories and stirring adventures. The rapid
pacing slows with the dicing, which is told in deliberate, realistic detail, almost in slow
motion. In contrast, the battle books, parvans six through eleven, are told as if in "real”
time. The exquisitely and excruciatingly detailed descriptions of battle serve to blur,
almost stun, our perceptions, much as the perceptions of those fighting in such a
gruesome battle, while heightened, are blurred and stunned. Two episodes stand out in
the battle books, the Bhagavadgita and the killing of Kamna. In both, time doubles. For
the two armies time stands still as Krsna gives his great teaching to Arjuna, and as Arjuna
and Krsna fell Kama; on the other hand, for the central figures -- Arjuna, Karna, and
Krsna — time is wrested (by Time) into another dimension. In books twelve and thirteen,
the "time" it takes Bhisma and others to give their advice to Yudhisthira is improbably
lengthened. Time is stretched, expanded to accommodate all that must be said in a
relatively short period of "time.” In contrast, the last five parvans are so brief as to be
contained in a single volume.53° These books cover thirty-six years, from the end of the

war to the deaths of the Pandavas, and time has changed. The characters are growing old,

kind of tele-vision by Vyésa. In Asramavasikaparvan, Vyasa allows all the survivors of
the war, including the widows of the fallen warriors, to see the forms of their dead loved
ones.
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the world has grown old, and the age of ka/ihas begun. This is the position in time from
which the audience experiences the Mahabharata. The mood of these books is markedly
poignant. The absence of Karna is a palpable presence.55!
The Afier-Song

The great fourteenth book, Asvamedhikaparvan, "The Horse Sacrifice,” the first
and longest of the five books that (almost) bring the Mahabharata full circle opens with
Yudhisthira declaring, "I can find no peace, being responsible for the slaying of the
pitimaha [Bhisma] and that man-tiger Kama who never evaded combat."652 Vyasa
scolds Yudhisthira for forgetting all he just has been taught. "Your mind is still

unprepared, son, you are bewildered by childishness."¢53 Vyasa suggests that Yudhisthira

650 Using Brockington's figures, the eighteen books of the Critical Edition contain
73,560 verses. The final five books contain 4479 verses, total. John Brockington, The
Sansknit Epics (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 60-61.

651 John Brockington, reporting on a wide survey of Mahabharats iconography, makes
this interesting observation: "It is also noteworthy that among the many Mahabharata
relief narratives there is never any depiction of anything after the end of the battle.

There is nothing corresponding to the Santiand Anusisana parvans (the rare depiction of
Bhisma on his bed of arrows belongs in reality to the battle scenes rather than being an
allusion to this post-battle teaching) -- which perhaps is not surprising -- but also nothing
corresponding to the visually more promising Asvamedha or Mahaprasthanika parvans.
Some relicf sequences concentrate on the earlier parts of the narrative, while others show
mainly scenes from the battle books; the factors influencing this probably vary.” John
Brockington, "Visual Epics,” in /ndian Epic Tradjtions - Past and Present, chair John L.
Brockington, Sixteenth European Conference on Modern South Asian Studies,
September Edinburgh, 2000.

652 na hi §antim prapasyami ghatayitva pitamaham

kamar ca purusavyaghram samgramesv apaladyinam (14.2.12)
653 akrta te matis tata punar balyena muhyase (14.2.15)
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prepare himself for kingship by celebrating the Zsvamedha, the Vedic horse sacrifice.34
With the encouragement of Krsna, Narada and Vyasa, Yudhisthira agrees to the
enormous undertaking, and the Pandavas perform funeral rites for Bhisma and Karpa.
Krsna and Arjuna now ride out together into the pacified kingdoms. "The two
great souls, Krsna and the Pandava, stopped at Indraprastha, entered the beautifu!
assembly hall and enjoyed themselves."655 They, and we, have returned to the magical
sabhabuilt so may years ago for Yudhisthira by the asura Maya. We imagine that it has
long been deserted, the jungle grown around it again. The two old friends speak about
the past, about loved ones lost, and delight in one another’s company. Then Arjuna
speaks candidly to Krsna: "Strong armed one, at the approach of the battle your
greatness became known to me, son of Devaki, as well as your supreme form. But what
words you spoke to me out of the goodness of your heart, Kesava, all of it, lion among
men, has disappeared from my damaged mind."65¢ Arjuna has forgotten the
Bhagavadgita? Krsna is appalled. Arjuna assuredly is "faithless and dim-witted, "657 he

scolds. It is not possible for him to repeat the eternal mysteries he had spoken while

654 Vyasa also suggests that Yudhisthira prepare for the sarvamedha, or ten-day
"universal sacrifice," and the naramedhs, an interesting indication that "human sacrifice”
was at one time practiced. The Mahidbhirats does not describe Yudhisthira has having
performed more than the horse sacrifice: 14.3.8.

655 indraprasthe mahatmanau remite krsna pandavau

pravisya tam sabhim ramyam vijahrate ca bharata (14.15.5)

636 viditam te mahabaho samgrime samupasthite

mahatmyam devaki maitas tac ca te riipam aiSvaram

yat tu tad bhavata proktam tada kesava sauhrdat

tat sarvam purusavyaghra nastam me nastacetasah (14.16.5-6)
657 niinam asraddadhaino 'si durmedhas cisi Pandava (14.16.10)
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absorbed in yoga. However, he will tell Arjuna another "story," jtihasa, which Arjuna
should try to remember. The verses that follow, adhydyas sixteen through fifty-one,
comprise the Anugita, the "After-Song." Its contents intensify the pathos of its
circumstances, for the After-Song is dry, philosophically technical, and arguably
inappropriate for a "damaged mind" incapable of retaining the Bhagavadgiti The
Anugita deals primarily with renunciation of the world and moksa. Once, Krsna says, a
brahmin had related it to him; it was told to that brahmin by a sage, who had formulated
it while speaking to his wife. The multiple narrative frames remove the teaching quite far
from Krsna. The Anugita does not speak of bhakti or of action in the world as legitimate
paths to salvation. In other words, this After-Song is a distant, dim, reflection of the
Bhagavadgitd. It certainly does not describe a path to liberation appropriate to a man
whose dharma is that of a warrior and prince.
Uttanka (P)revisited

The episode raises a number of questions for the audience. Why was the
Bhagavadgita taught to Arjuna in the first place if his mind was too weak to retain it? Is
this condition representative of all humans lost in the darkness of the 4&ali yuga? Is true
action based on true knowledge and true love possible for that individual? After hearing
the Anugita, Arjuna begins an emotional paean to Krsna.®® He says he knows who
Krsna is because he has been told as much by Vyasa, Narada, and Bhisma: Can he not

recall Krsna's theophany during the Gi3? Arjuna's mind does indeed appear to he

658 14.51.6-23
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“damaged.” The largest question raised, then, is the very efficacy of the Bhagavadgita to
transform Arjuna -- and, by extension, to transform us, the audience, who live in a broken
age, indeed.

The final books of the Mahabharata amplify the pathos. The Afiter-Song is the
first of a series of reprisals that will bring the Mahabharata (almost) full circle. Episodes
from the early years and particularly from Adiparvan are skillfully woven into these
books. Time continues its repetitive cycles, but time has changed, and everything and
everyone along with it. Krsna leaves for his city of Dvaraka. Along the way, whom
should he meet in the desert but Uttanka, whose fabulous adventure in the underground
world of the ndgas, "snakes,” in pursuit of the queen's earrings is described in Adjparvan
(see Chapter Two). The tale, repeated here with a number of variants, effectively
brackets the juhisa with its mysterious themes dealing with death and time (see below).
In fact, placing Krsna's meeting with Uttanika in Asvamedhikaparvan turns time inside
out. For the audience, the reader, Adiparvan seems to have taken place "long ago.”
However, we know that Uttaiika's encounter with the wily niga Taksaka is what
prompted him to urge king Janamejaya to perform the snake sacrifice to avenge
Taksaka's killing of King Pariksit, Janamejaya's father and Arjuna’s grandson. Therefcre,
in terms of linear time, Krsna's encounter with Uttarika must take place long before
Uttarika's encounter with the niga. In the desert, Uttarika asks Krsna if he has 1econciled
the Pandavas and Kauravas; when he hears that there has been a devastating war he is

furious and threatens to curse Krsna. Krsna averts the curse by, as discussed above,
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explaining the limitations of the avatara, and then by revealing his divinity: "I am
existence, nonexistence, existence-and-nonexistence, and that which transcends existence
and nonexistence. Nothing is beyond me, and I am the eternal god of gods."5® Krsna
grants Uttanka a vision of his universal form -- the same vision, says Vaisampayana, that
had been given to Arjuna — then proceeds to Dviraka. Krsna will return to Hastinapura
for the asvamedha.

It is fitting that Uttarika appears near both the start and the conclusion of the
Mahabharata, for his story is associated with the concept of cyclical time, ki/avada.
When he goes to the underworld of the snakes, Uttainka has a vision. He sees two women
at a loom weaving a cloth from black and white threads, and a wheel being turned round

by six boys. Uttarika sings mantras to charm the snakes:

Three hundred and sixty spokes are fixed to the pole of this eternal wheel,
moving always in a cycle of twenty-four half-months, which the boys wrn
round and round. The two young women are weaving this multi-colored
loom, constantly turning their threads back and forth, turning them from
black ones to white ones, forever the creatures that have died and those
that exist.660

Night and day, the dead and the living, the fabric of time, black and white... we even
discern here an allusion to the "black” and "white" signified by the names Krsna, "black,"”

and Arjuna, "white”. Vassilkov observes that the Wheel of Time, kilacakra, has a

659 asac ca sad asac caiva yad visvam sad asatah param
tatah param nasti caiva devadevat sanitanat (14.53.7)

660 triny arpitany atra satini madhye; sastis ca nityam carati dhruve 'smin
cakre caturvimsatiparva yoge sad; yat kumarah parivartayanti
tantram cedam viSvarlipam yuvatyau; vayatas tantiin satatam vartayantyau
krsnan sitAms caiva vivartayantyau; bhiitdiny ajasram bhuvanini caiva
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reciprocal image in the World-Tree.%6! As discussed in Chapter Two, the it7hasa twice
refers to two great trees, mirrors of one another, one with Arjuna for trunk, one with
Karna. The trunk of the tree is akin to the pivot or axel around which time wheels. Here
too is an example of how the stihasa weaves its net, of how its parts reflect one another.
The Mahabharata as a whole is not unlike Uttarika's fabric of time.
Yudhisthira (Re)validated

The asvamedha is a recapitulation of the digvijaya, conquest of the world,
undertaken by the vouthful Pandavas to prepare for Yudhisthira's rdjas@ya, as well as of
Arjuna’s lusty twelve-month exile (see Chapter Four). The attentive audience of the
itzhasa cannot but notice the correspondences. Now, years later, as the dsvamedha
prescribes, the sacrificial horse is set loose; whichever kingdoms it enters in its
wanderings are to be claimed for Yudhisthira. Arjuna is sent in pursuit of the horse and
to obtain submission from the various rulers. His solitary adventure takes him to places
he had visited long ago. He comes again to Manipiira, where once he had married the
princess Citrangada and given her a son.%2 The child has grown now. He greets his
father warmly, but Arjuna scolds him for shunning ksatrivadharma: Babhruvahana should
challenge the intruder who is following the sacrificial horse. If Arjuna had intended a

minor skirmish in which to impress his son with his prowess, the plan fails miserably. In

(1.3.150-151)
$61 Vassilkov notes that the images of kd/acakra and World-Tree, "follow each
other in rapid succession in many Vedic hymns (e.g. AV 10,7-8; 13, 14 etc).” Vassilkov,
"Kalaviada," 20.
662 14.78-81
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a protracted fight he is unable to withstand the youth's superior skill and strength; Arjuna
succumbs to Babhruvahana's arrows. The older generation has given way to the younger;
Arjuna lies dead — for a while. His salvation arrives in the person of another woman he
had impregnated during that same long-ago adventure, the naga princess, Ulupi.%3 The
snake-woman emerges from a fissure in the ground, finds Citrangada and Babhruvahana
mourning over Arjuna, and evokes the sagyivana, "life restoring,” gem possessed by the
nagas. When Ulupi places the stone on Arjuna's chest, he revives and gazes around in
wonder. He has been struck down by his young son in the presence of the boy's mother,
and saved by the still vibrant powers of a woman whom he once had seduced.
Proceeding on his way, Arjuna finally returns to Hastinapura exhausted and emaciated.54
The asvamedha itself is immoderately opulent, as was the rdjasiya. Is
Yudhisthira overcompensating for his instinctive asceticism? Like other rituals in the
Mahabharata — the rajasilya, the sarpasattra, the svayamvara — the asvamedha is
interrupted and somewhat spoiled.®¢> A mongoose with a golden head emerges from a
hole and loudly declares that Yudhisthira's grand sacrifice is not worth even a few grains
of barley offered by a pious brahmin. Half the mongoose's body had been changed to
gold by such an offering; he has come to Yudhisthira's sacrifice in hopes of transforming
the remainder, but to no avail. Despite its splendor, the dsvamedha is lacking in spiritual

merit, for the intention and sincerity of the sacrificer are what count, says the mongoose.

663 The son of Uliipi and Arjuna, Asvasena, is slain early in the Kuruksetra battle.
664 14.88.9
665 14.92-93
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Vaisamp3dyana reveals to Janamejaya that the golden-headed mongoose was in fact
Yudhisthira's father, the god Dharma, in his form of Anger.%% Thus ends
Asvamedhikaparvan, with a condemnation by Dharma of his son's Z§vamedha. Dharma
once had manifested to Yudhisthira as a crane, but in that bygone time he had expressed
approval of his son and restored Yudhigthira's brothers to life.
Retreat to the Forest

Asramavisikaparvan, "The Stay in the Forest Hermitage," continues the sad spiral
of time. Fifteen years have passed since the war, but old wounds have not healed. A
learned brahmin attempts to bring solace by declaring in public that the destruction was
not brought about by Dhrtarastra, or Duryodhana, or Karna, but by Daiva. Daiva cannot
be countermanded, he says, "Daiva cannot be overcome by human effort."%’ Aged and
miserable, Dhrtardstra decides to retire to a forest hermitage, taking with him Gandhari,
Samjaya, and Vidura. Kunti, burdened with guilt about Kamna, resolves to join them,
musing sadly to Yudhisthira, "My heart surely is made of iron, my son, that it is not rent
mto a hundred pieces at not seeing that child born of Siirya." 6¢ Afier the departure of
the old generation, the Piandavas feel joyless; they worry about their mother and brood
over their dead kinsmen. At last they set out on a visit to the hermitage, taking with them

a huge retinue, including the widows of Kuruksetra’s fallen warriors. Sitting together

666 14 96

6¢7 daivam tat tu vijanimo yan na $akyam prabadhitum
daivam purusakarena na $akyam ativartitum (15.16.2)

668 ayasam hrdayam niinam mandaya mama putraka
yat siryajam apasyantyah Satadhi na vidiryate (15.22.12)
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with Vyasa in the forest, all mourn the years gone by and express their longing to see
their dead loved ones. Kunti sorrowfully recalls the past, which still is "burning” her.66°
Once again, but for the first time through the mother’s voice, we hear the story of Karna's
conception, birth, and abandonment.570

There follows here an extraordinary episode. Vyasa, assuming the author's
prerogatives, summons a fabulous vision.”! From the Ganges arise the forms of all the
warriors killed at Kuruksetra, dressed now in celestial garments, happy and grown wise.
Even blind Dhrtarastra is granted the apparition. The relatives, living and dead, pass one
splendid night together, during which the Pandavas reconcile with Kama.6’2 Then
Vyisa's conjuration disappears in the twinkling of an eve. The widows of the fallen
warriors follow their husbands beneath the waters of the Ganges. Time once more turns
inside out. Janamejaya asks VaiSampayana if the same boon cannot be bestowed upon
him. Vyasa appears in this frame now, and we are back at the (future) snake sacrifice.
Vyasa grants Janamejaya the vision of Pariksit. whereupon Janamejaya takes his final
ritual bath. The saftrz is completed. Astika addresses Janamejaya: "O son of the

Pandavas, you have heard a wonderful story. The serpents have been consumed into

663 tan mam dahati (15.38.16)

670 15.38

671 The section is known as the Putradarsanaparvan, The Vision ot the Sons,
15.36-41.

67215414
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ashes and have followed the path of your father. ... Having heard this sin-destroying
story, you have attained great virtue."673

Just as the Mahabhirata seems to be drawing to a close, VaiSampayana continues
the narrative. The stzhdsa has more than one "beginning” and appropriately multiple
"ends." Two years after the vision from the Ganges, relates the bard, the Pandavas
receive word that the elders have perished in a forest fire. Only Samjaya has escaped,
and has fled to the Himalayas. This sorry disaster recalls the rash optimism of the
Khandava burning. Then, Arjuna and Krsna had defied Indra himself to feed the Fire god
and clear land for a new kingdom. Now, Dhrtarastra's inadvertently abandoned ritual
fires have started a real fire. "Curse the kingship, curse our power, curse
ksatriyadharma,” cries Yudhisthira. "Though alive, we really are dead. The march of
Time is indeed subtle, O best of brahmins."674 Eighteen years have passed since the
Kuruksetra conflagration.

Time Cooks Creatures....

Another eighteen years pass, unrecorded. The szihdsd's manipulation of time in
the final parvans is an effective evocation of the experience of time as a person grows old
-- time "flies,” and much is unremarkable and unremembered. When Mausalaparvan, the

Battle with Clubs, opens, thirty-six years have gone by since the violent start of the kals

673 srutam vicitram akhyanam tvaya pandavanandana
sarpas ca bhasmasin nita gatas ca padavim pitub ...
praptah suvipulo dharmah srutva papavindsanam (15.43.13, 15)
614 dhig rajyam idam asmakam dhig balam dhik pardkramam
ksatradharmaca dhig yasman mrta jivamahe vayam
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Jyuga. Ominous portents are heralding a terrible calamity. Meteors shower, rivers change
course, the sun is eclipsed, and the hearts of the people are filled with apprehension.
Messengers come to Yudhisthira with the staggering report that the Vrsnis are
exterminated and Krsna is dead. It seems the Vrsni people had grown lawless and evil.
Omens similar to those observed before the Kuruksetra war afflict the land. By day,
embodied Kila is seen wandering around the houses, "a hideous, monstrous man with
shaven head and dark-brown in color,"675 At night the Vrsni women dream of a black
female, £ali stri, who laughs at them and steals the auspicious threads from their wrists.676
Society is in chaos. Krsna watches as the blades of grass turn into iron clubs, with which
his people, drunk and violent, bludgeon one another. Then Krsna wanders alone into the
forest. "Thinking that the time of his departure had come, Krsna restrained his senses,
speech, and mind, and lay down in high yoga."7? A fierce hunter, Jara by name, comes
along; mistaking Krsna for a deer, he shoots him. The arrow pierces Krsna's heel, his one
vuinerable spot, and Krsna leaves his body. |

When he leams of all this, Arjuna rushes to Dvaraka to help the survivors,
including Krsna's 16,00C women (!).578 After burning the bodies of Krsna and Balarama,

he and the huge retinue set out for Hastinapura; behind them the sea rushes in to swallow

sustiksma kila kalasya gatir dvija varottama (15.46.8-9)
675 kilo grhani sarvenam paricakrama nityasah
karilo vikato mundah purusah krsnapingalah (16.30.1-2)
676 16.4.1-2
677 mene tatah samkramanasya kalam; tatas cakarendriya samnirodham
sa samniruddhendriya van manas tu; SiSye mahayogam upetya krsna (16.15.18-
19)
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up Dvaraka. "Alas, Daiva!™ cry the people as they flee the flood.S” Arjuna’s heroic
intentions, however, are not to be fulfilled. Robbers attack his procession. Ignoring his
threats they begin to carry off the women. Arjuna has great difficulty stringing the
Gandiva, and when he attempts to conjure up his celestial weapons the mantras flee his
mind (we are reminded of Kama). His heretofore-inexhaustible quiver quickly empties
of arrows, and Arjuna is reduced to beating the robbers with his bow in vain. Humiliated
and spent, Arjuna helplessly watches the bandits kidnap Krspa's women. Then "Partha
grew dejected, thinking ‘It is Daiva.' He stopped even trying, O king, saying, 'l am not as
I used to be." ¢80

Arjuna retreats to the hermitage of Vyasa where he moumns the death of Krsna and
the demise of his powers. Vyisa attributes everything to Kala:

Time is the root of all this, Time is the seed of the world, Dhanamjaya,

and Time takes away everything unexpectedly. Having become powerful,

a man again becomes weak. Again, becoming a world ruler, it disappears

in aday. Your weapons have achieved their purpose and have gone where
they came from; they will come to your hands when time comes round

883in-68'

678 sodasah strisahasrani vasudeva parigrahah (16.6.6)
679 tirnat turnataram jagmur aho daivam iti bruvan (16.8.41)
6%0 babhiiva vimanah partho daivam ity anucintayan
nyavartata tato rajan nedam astiti cabravit (16.8.64)
681 kalamiilam idam sarvam jagad bijam dhanamjaya
kala eva samadatte punar eva yadrcchaya
sa eva balavan bhutva punar bhavati durbalah
sa evesas ca bhiitveha parair gjiiapyate punah
krtakrtyani castrani gatany adya yathagatam
punar esyanti te hastam yada kalo bhavisyati (16.9.33-35)
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Vyasa's description of ka/avada is closely similar to one found early in Adiparvan.
There, Samjaya is speaking. Samjaya, as noted before, occasionally speaks as a kind of
surrogate author for Vyasa. He says to Dhrtarastra:

Even with the greatest wisdom, who can stop Daiva? The path ordained

by the Ordainer cannot in any way be averted. Time is the root of all this,

existence and nonexistence, happiness and unhappiness. Time cooks

creatures, Time destroys creatures, Time again extinguishes the Time that

burns up creatures. Time annihilates all beings in the world, good and

evil. Time compresses all creatures and spews them forth again. Time

moves in all beings unrestrained, impartial. Whatever beings have passed

away will return in the future; they are all created by Time. Knowing that,

do not lose your wits.582
It is time, says Vyasa, for the Pandavas to depart for a higher world. Arjuna returns to his
brothers.

Mahaprasthanikaparvan, The Great Departure, opens with Yudhisthira reflecting
on Arjuna's account of Krsna's death and his failed rescue of the women: "Time cooks
all creatures, great-minded Arjuna,” he says, adding, according to the Critical Edition, "I

think it is the impress of karman, you also should consider it s0."%83 However, in the

682 dajvam prajiia visesena ko nivartitum arhati
vidhatrvihitam margam na kas cid ativartate
kalamulam idam sarvam bhavabhavau sukhasukhe
kalah pacati bhutani kilah samharati prajah
nirdahantam prajah kialam kalah samayate punah
kilo vikurute bhavan sarvarml loke Ssubhasubhan
kalah samksipate sarvah praja visgjate punah
kalah sarvesu bhutesu caraty avidhrtah samah
atitanagata bhava ye ca vartanti sampratam
tan kalanirmitin buddhva na samjiiam hatum arhasi (1.1.186-190)

683 kalah pacati bhutini sarvany eva mahamate
karma nyasam aham manye tvam api drastum arhasi



292

place of "the impress of karman,” karma nyasam, we find in the Bombay Edition "the
noose of Kala," &£3/a pasam. Vassilkov observes, rightly I believe: "Which of the two
readings is original and which is but a later miscorrection can be seen from the lines that
follow: Arjuna, sighing, replies to Yudhisthira: 'O Time, Time!'"%%¢ [n this case the
Vulgate reading is to be preferred. That part of the gavatira that is human and mortal is
subject to the noose of Kila, but not to karman.

The Pandavas and Draupadi set out on their last exile, as they had on their first,
dressed in the clothing of ascetics. There is no need to recapitulate the well-known tale
of their journey up the mountain. When Yudhisthira reaches the top, he alone survives,
and the dog that has followed him. Afier he refuses to abandon the dog to gain entrance
to heaven, the dog reveals it is Dharma, Yudhisthira's father, once more in animal
disguise. Yudhisthira enters heaven, only to find Duryodhana enjoying the pleasures
reserved for ksatriyas fallen in battle. Yudhisthira calls out for his brothers, wife, and
friends, but the one for whom he yeamns most is Kama. Even in heaven Yudhisthira is
not liberated from guilt and grief. "I burn again and again over this, O gods: that when I
saw that the feet of that boundless soul resembled my mother's, I did not become the

follower of Karna, the unsurpassable warrior."85 Only after Yudhisthira has discovered

6%4 jty uktah sa tu kaunteyah kalah kala iti bruvan (17.1.3-4) Vassilkov,
“"Kalavada," 31.
685 matur hi vacanam Srutva tada salilakarmani
karnasya kriyatam toyam iti tapyami tena vai
idam ca paritapyami punah punar aham surah
yan matuh sadrSau padau tasyaham amitaujasah
drstvaiva tam nanugatah karnam parabaldrdanam (18.2.6-8)
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all five of his brothers and Draupadi suffering in hell, and has chosen to remain there
with them, does a happier vision unfold. Yudhisthira sees everyone now in splendid,
celestial forms.

In a reader-response analysis of the end of the AMah3bharata, Emily Hudson has
argued that what the jzhasa "has shown the careful reader is that the distinction between
heaven and hell is a ruse."68 By presenting the reader (Hudson uses this term in the
sense of the "model reader™) with a heaven that contains Duryodhana and a hell that
contains the Pandavas and Draupadi, says Hudson, the text manipulates the audience to
feel a sense of disappointment and outrage. We are not confident that the heaven that
Yudhisthira finally enters with his brothers and wife is really heaven at all; in fact,
contends Hudson, heaven and hell both are shown to be illusions. The careful and
courageous reader, then, will recognize the Mahabharatd's "tragic theodicy™st7: "that
suffering exists simply and totally and that there are no conceptual frameworks within
which one can make sense of this suffering."688

However, Hudson's assertions neglect the fact that although the main story seems
to end with Yudhisthira and his family entering "heaven,” the itzhasa does not end here.
Janamejaya finds that conclusion as puzzling as we do, and the narrative attempts to

address that puzziement. What happens next? Is an identical ksafriya heaven the resting

686 Emily T. Hudson, "Heaven's Riddles or the Hell Trick: Theodicy and
Narrative Strategies in the Mahdbharata," paper presented at the Internation Conference
on the Mahabharata (Montreal: Concordia University, May 18-20 2001), 13.

687 Hudson understands "theodicy” to refer to any rationale for explaining
suffering.
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place for heroes and villains alike? Does no one find moksa? Will some be reborn in
another of Time's cycles? Have they earned good or bad £arman? So much is
unresolved. Janamejaya asks Vaisampayana, "For how long a time did they remain in
heaven? Tell me that. Did they remain there forever, best of brahmins? When their
karman was exhausted, where did those great men go?"%®® Vaisampayana acknowledges
that this is a good question; he can only relate what he was told by Vyasa. As Vyasa
would have it, then, many were absorbed into the entities of which they were portions.
Bhisma rejoins the Vasus; Krsna's 16,000 women become Apsaras; Karna enters Siirya;
Krsna enters Nardyana, and so forth. The bard appears eager to wrap things up: "Now |
have told you everything at length, about the deeds of the Kurus and Pandavas,” he
says.6® Janamejaya, filled with amazement, returns to Hastinapura, and Astika is glad,
having saved at least some of the snakes. However, the sacrifice actually has not been
completed. The naga Taksaka, killer of Pariksit, bane of Uttarika, still is suspended in his
fall from the skirts of Indra, as last we saw him in Adiparvan, frozen in mid air, fixed
athwart the middle regions with a pounding heart.!

What, then, Aas occurred at the end of the Mahabharata? In the parvans following

the battle, time has stretched, contracted, turned round upon itself, exceeded itself,

688 Hudson, "Heaven's Riddles or the Hell Trick,"” 14.
689 svarge kalam kiyantam te tasthus tad api $amsa me

ahosvic chasvatam sthanam tesam tatra dvijottama

anye va karmanah kam te gatim prépta nararsabhah (18.5.4-5)
6% etat te sarvam akhyatam vistarena mahiadyute

kurinam caritam krtsnam pandavanam ca bharata (18.2.55)
69! vitasthe so "ntarikse ‘tha hrdayena vidiiyata (1.53.6)
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preceded itself, and now has frozen. The snake Taksaka, remnant of the great sacrifice
with which it all began (there always must be a remnant) is poised as if on some magical
event horizon beyond whose blackness (krspa!) none can penetrate. Within it the
"everything” that the JtiA3sa contains has been absorbed, "compressed” by Time, as
Samjaya says, into Time's infinite singularity. All we can know for certain, in the
universe of the Mahabharata, is that at some moment in time, Time will again spew forth
everything into Time.

The Mahabharata does not answer Janamejaya 's, and our, question: What
happens next? What happens after Daiva, Kala, and Mrtyu have caught creatures in their
noose? The 7tihasa does not answer the question because the question precisely
represents the ignorance brought with the kal/j yuga. By leaving the question
unanswered, the audience is turned back towards life. The penetration of early parts of
the Mahabharata into the final books seems not so much to close the circle as to compel
us to begin again a journey which is never really new and never the same.

We can only examine Jife. Through the Great Bhdrata the audience is assisted in that
examination, but the question never is resolved definitively: Can an individual choose to
be chosen and to be saved "from all sin and evil™? If Arjuna is the ideal devotee, we can
only observe that he and Krsna are Nara-Nardyana, two Krsnas on one chariot, the white
and black threads of Time's fabric. Arjuna is not an "individual." Karna, however, is an

individual. He chooses to be alone because he ssalone. His splendid disinterestedness is
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both inspiring and disconcerting. In the end... but there is no end to this stiA3sa. In the
concluding chapter we will attempt to summarize the Mahdbhiratds universe; we will
reflect upon "tragedy;" and we will ask whether Abhinavagupta and Anandavardhana
were right -- that the Mahabharata suggests an entirely new flavor, santa rasa, the rasa of

Peace, the urge towards moksa.
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Chapter Six

The Belly of the Lord

"Style itself makes its claims, expresses its own sense of what matters,” says
Martha Nussbaum. "Literary form is not separable from philosophical content, but is,
itself, a part of content -- an integral part, then, of the search for the statement of truth."692
If, as I contend, the Mahabharata is a work of literature and should be treated as such,
then methods of literary criticism are the best means of approaching it. Nonetheless, as
argued in Chapter One, new paradigms are needed to understand the form, the shape, of
the Mahabharata, and thereby to apprehend its content and "statement of truth.” To name
the Mahibharata an "epic,” to apply to it Aristotelian standards of "unity," is to approach
it with instruments incapable of grasping the Mahabhairata's unique wholeness. I have
used the Net of Indra, indrajila, as a metaphor for the kind of unity inherent in the vast
fithasa. Indra's net itself, with its myrad reflecting and self-reflecting jewels, figures the
starry heavens, and it expresses a universe that, like the heavens, is curved both in
substance and in time. The kind of literary analysis to apply to such a vast and complex
work is one that pays attention to the text, to its use of language and style, to its shifting
play of concepts, its compositional units and their juxtapositions, and much more. In this
dissertation, | have used methods of reader-response criticism as I find them most

amenable to such a minute paying-attention.
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Umberto Eco describes the "model author" of reader-response theory as a set of
instructions that must be followed step by step if we choose to act as the model reader or
model audience. The model author is not a historical person, but a "narrative strategy."%?
Eco envisages the model audience as a kind of "ideal type whom the text not only
foresees as a collaborator but also tries to create” through its narrative strategies.%¢ In
other words, the model audience is embedded in the text. The rasa theory that the sixth-
century aesthetician Bharata applied to drama, n3tya, is itself a kind of audience-response
theory. Bharata examined how a drama suggests certain rasas, "flavors," based on certain
"stable" emotions already present within the audience, and draws them forth. The ninth-
and tenth-century aestheticians Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta applied rasa theory
to art forms other than drama and cited the Mah3bharata as a supreme example of poetic
unity (Chapters One and Two). Throughout this dissertation, we have explored how
reader-response theory may enable us to respect the traditions from which the stihasa has
emerged, to /isten to what the literary form of the Mahabhirata expresses about the
Mahabharata.

The character of Kamma has been used as the point of focus -- firstly, because the
1tihasd's great size demands a set of self-imposed limitations, and secondly because this

character is so centrally important to the narrative, and is an example of how the

692 Martha C. Nussbaum, Love'’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literaturs

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 3.

93 Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1994), 15.

694 Eco, Six Walks, 9.
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Mahiabharata makes use of myriad narrative strategies to direct and structure audience
response. Kama, I have argued, uniquely expresses the itiidsa’s audience. Through him
we can learn about the author's concerns and the concems of the audience that the text
itself helps to construct. Kama is the human individual in the darkness of the kalr yuga,
the age ushered in with the Kuruksetra war. A good deal of the Mahabharata is shaped
around Kama (Chapter Three). Throughout long passages in which he is not actually
present, including the ten parvans following his death, Kama still is woven skillfully into
the Mahabharatds net. He is never absent. He appears in the thoughts and dreams of
other characters, and otherwise is structured into the text through allusion and symbolism.
The complex shape of the stihdsa suggests a highly competent author and a highly
competent audience capable of experiencing, of reading, the Mahabharata as a whole and
of tasting its rasas. That audience clearly is expected to notice among the /tihasd’s
narrative strategies the weaving of older, Vedic material into the central narrative to
create something challenging and new. The Vedic references surely must be understood
as important components in the jtihdsd's project of claiming authority, of appropriating
for itself the status of a "fifth Veda.”" However, they are more than that. For instance, the
text assumes a knowledge of Kamna's solar ku/a, "family.” Old stories about the Sun, his
wife, and his children are revisited and reevaluated through the lives of Kama and other
characters. To be attentive to those references is to gain important perspectives on the
motives and behavior of the characters, as well as on the major issues the text works to

address. Among other things, Kama's solar ku/a helps us to understand the
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Mahabhiratds attitude towards women, and why women are placed in positions of great
power and agency.

From another perspective, the Mahibharata's repeated reference to sruti material
is part of its exploration of the relevance of the Vedic worldview to the individual lost in
the kalf yuga. Kama is a member of the solar lineage, but grows up ignorant of that fact,
believing he is a low-class siita, a varpa created by the misogynous union of a brahmin
woman and a ksatriya man (Chapter Four). He is despised for his origins, and struggles
with the conflicts inherent in his attraction to the dharms of a ksatriyva and the dharma
that an intensely class-conscious milieu wishes to impose upon him. What is more, his
brothers themselves, so haughtily self-confident of their pure ksatriya blood, are shown to
be the products of a tortuously complicated and ancient genealogy in which distinctions
among the varnas have been thoroughly blurred. All this must have made a strong
impression on an audience composed of &£satriyas dependent on brahmins for legitimacy,
and brahmins dependent upon ksatriyas for their livelihood. Pretensions to caste-purity,
the /tihasa indicates, were invalidated long ages ago with the ancestor King Yayati, who
married "against the grain” a brahmin woman, and begat sons not only upon her, but also
upon her ksatriya servant, daughter of an asura. Through Karna, then, the siita becomes
the type of all humans in the age of darkness, whatever varpa they may claim, who never
can be certain of the purity of their 4u/s, nor of who they are and what they know. We
must note as well that Krsna's clan, the Vrsnis, is descended from Yayati's pratiloma

marriage -- technically, Krsna and his people are the descendents of sitas.
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Karna, the Mahabharata’s most complex character, is used throughout the text to
illuminate other characters. Kamna himself is a narrative strategy; viewing the rtihdsa's
universe through him expands our understanding of his brothers and Draupadi, of Krsna,
of Bhisma and the Kauravas, and of the burning philosophical and ethical issues with
which the Mahabhirata struggles. Characters and concepts that might tend towards the
one-dimensional are problematized when placed in Karna's ambit. Through Kama, the
Mahabharata complexifies its ongoing discourse about dharma and varna, about Daiva,
"Fate,” and purusakara, "human initiative,” about Kala, "Time,"” and Mrtyu, "Death."”
Arjuna is Karna's greatest rival and the two brothers are the antithesis of one another
(Chapter Four). Arjuna's life, protected as it is by the avatira, when viewed in the light
of Kama's life, forces us to wonder why there come to be such disparities. The jtihsa
tells us little or nothing of the past lives of Arjuna and Karna. Thus, the audience is
directed to find an explanation for the pain or grace each experiences either in actions
performed in the present life or in Daiva, that which comes from the gods. Kama's fate is
to suffer repeatedly because of actions that when performed by Arjuna win rewards.
(The most striking, although far from the single, example of this being Arjuna’s winning
of Draupadi, who should, by right, be Karna's queen.) Here, if we are attentive, we hear
the Mahibharatd's deliberate ambiguity about the theory of karman inherited from the
Upanisads — a theory that, as the stihisa amply illustrates, is neither comforting nor
ascertainable for humans caught in the brutal realities of a hostile universe. Daiva, not

human initiative, operates as the connecting link between micro- and macrocosm. Karna
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is acutely aware that life is governed by some impenetrable principle that is stronger than
the individual, which supercedes both his capacities and intentions and must be
confronted alone. For Kama, fate is a disintegrative power, but this is not so for Arjuna,
who has Krsna for refuge and guide.

Krsna offers Arjuna — and by implication all humans — a solution to the negative,
destructive forces of Time, Fate, and Death (Chapter Five). The Mahabharata uses Kama
to prod us to inquire if that solution truly is available to everyone as the Bhagavadgita
claims. Is bhakti possible or appropriate to a person like Karna, like us, the audience?
Krsna reveals — and other voices claim -- that he, the avazira, takes birth from age afier
age to uphold dharma. The Mahibharatds universe is governed by ka/avada, the doctrine
of cyclical time, or Time, which is Krspa. As supreme Lord and thus the supreme
expression of Daiva, Krsna has chosen Arjuna (and his brothers) as his primary
instrument to uphold dharma. However, Krsna teaches his instruments that in a world in
transition from the dvipara to the kalf age, dharma can be set aside deliberately for the
sake of victory. Kama's father, the radiant god Surya, attempts to protect his son from
destruction by Arjuna and Krsna; his failure to do so indicates an inherent hierarchy of
conflicting dasvas. Krsna's power surpasses Siirya's. The true "battle,” then, centers on
Krsna's efforts to manipulate events and individuals to assure victory for the Pandavas.
Kama is Krsna's main obstacle, but the contest of man and god is no contest at all. Like
Kama, Arjuna is moved by Daiva, yet for him what comes from the god, from incamate

Visny, is neither impersonal, hostile, nor disintegrative, but rather personal, constructive,
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and divine. Through Kama and Arjuna, then, the Mahabharata asks whether an
individual's sense of ethical responsibility (Kama is arguably the sahdsa’s most "ethical”
character) is an illusion - or worse, is a ruse by which Daiva influences the course of
events.

Krsna and Kama have a particularly interesting relationship. Krsna tempts Kama
with kingship and a "turn" with Draupadi; he reveals to Karna the truth of his parentage;
he even acknowledges him as the greatest warrior, Arjuna's superior. Yet in public Krsna
denigrates Karna and emphasizes his base roots as the siftaputra, son of a sirta. Kama
suspects that Krsna is more than man, yet he insists on interacting with Krsna man-to-
man. Karna never succumbs to the avatira’s divine lure; he does not choose Krsna
because Krsna does not choose him. However we articulate it, Karna's is an existential
dilemma born of an irresolvable conflict between his own inherent nature, svabhava, and
the vicissitudes of Time. By nature and through Daiva, Karna is rendered incapable of
the absolute surrender demanded by Krsna of his bhaktas. At Kama's moment of death,
he believes himself abandoned by the very principles of dharma he has striven to uphoid.
Karna's lonely heroism is far more genuine and inspiring than Arjuna's; he presents to the
Mahabharatd's audience a sympathetic portrait of the isolated individual in an uncertain,
darkened universe. Karna's manipulation by Krsna as Kala illustrates how human lives
are subject to Time's delusions.

Kama has been called the AMahabharatds tragic hero. David Shulman discusses

Kamna in these terms. Although Shulman claims that his concern "is not with fitting
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Karna into 2 Western model of tragedy,"#5 he goes on to mount a persuasive argument
for such an interpretation, and it will be useful to consider some of his positions. The
classic Western definition of tragedy comes, of course, from Aristotle. In the Poetics, the
philosopher describes tragedy (he is speaking of theatre) from the point of view of plot
structure and of the emotions produced in the audience. The two most important
elements of plot structure are identified as reversal (periperfera) and recognition
(anagnorisis). Recognition, says Aristotle, "is a change from ignorance to knowledge,
bringing the characters into either a close bond, or enmity, with one another, and
concerning matters which bear on their prosperity or affliction. The finest recognition
occurs in direct conjunction with reversal."®?¢ Shulman identifies four moments of
peripeteiain Kamna's life: the Show of Weapons, when Duryodhana anoints Karna king
of Anga and binds him forever "in the tragic bond of faithfuiness"%%7; the Robbing of the
Earrings, when Karna ignores his father's warning and flays his divine ornaments from
his body; Krsna's temptation, when Karma insists on "the freedom to choose a meaningful
death,” thus making "the drive towards tragedy ... irresistible™%%; and the moment of his

death, "the natural culmination of a lonely, tragic life,” when Kama “"dies resentful,

65 David Dean Shulman, 7he King and the Clown in South Indian Myth and
Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 382.

6% Aristotle, 7he Poetics of Arnistotle, translated by Stephen Halliwell (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 43.

%7 Shulman, King and Clown, 382.

6% Shulman, King and Clown, 384.
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angry, and alone."%9? Shulman implies that some form of anagnorisis accompanies each
of these moments of reversal.

In a successful tragedy, the change from ignorance to knowledge coupled with a
hero's reversal of fortune (Aristotle gives Oedipus’ discovery of his true identity as the
supreme example) arouses terror (phobos) and ruth (e/eos) in the audience, effecting a
katharsis of those emotions. Shulman holds that terror and ruth are aroused as we witness
Karna fall "victim to his own innocent faith in fate, in sacrificial order, in a universe
infused with the possibility of meaning."’® Nonetheless, Shulman recognizes that
Karna's "personal tragedy” is also related to the obscure workings of dharma, dasva, and
karman. Here, 1 believe, is precisely where and why the 7tzhasa cannot be said to have a
"tragic hero"” or a tragic worldview. To the Greek mind, fate, mo1 ra, absolutely cannot
be influenced. The very helplessness implied in moi ra is what makes tragedy possible.
However, as discussed in Chapters Four and Five, Daiva, while apparently inexorabie,
canbe influenced by karman.™ In a universe where the supreme Lord takes birth among
humans as the avatira and offers humans the possibility of salvation through devotion to
him, tragedy in the Greek sense is impossible. This may help to account for the subtle
yet profound difference between phobos and eleos on the one hand, and bhayanaka and

karupa on the other. The rasas of terror and pity do not arouse kztharsis in the audience

9 Shulman, King and Clown, 385.

7 Shulman, King and Clown, 387.

701 Klostermaier contends that "Indian literature does not know tragedy: karma
can be influenced or even totally neutralized through religion!" Klaus K. Klostermaier, 4
Survey of Hinduism (Second Edition) (New York: SUNY Press, 1994), 216.
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because the concept of katharsis does not exist in rasa theory. Rasais not something that
is produced or that "happens”; it is already there in the audience, constant, subject only to
apprehension (See Chapters One and Two).7%2 Karnpa does arouse strong "flavors” of
terror and pity; but the Mahabharata does not end with Kama's death, and we must pay
attention to the wholeness of the itihasa's net.

Lee Siegel, in his study of the comic tradition in India, concludes that "Western
categories fail in the Indian context. In Western terms there is no tragedy in India."7%
Siegel goes on to argue that there is only comedy in India, for in the end, stories end well
and the world rolls on. "The comic sentiment is not understood in India as a dichotomous
principle in relation to a tragic one; it is rather a mood which arises out of an opposttion
to, or parody of, any of the aesthetic flavors."’® In reference to a South Indian telling of
Kama's story, Shulman concludes that while tragedy may inhere in a hero's beginnings, in
the end "the seductive tragic mode” is precluded by the comic.”®S Both Shulman and
Siegel relate the comic mode, AZsya rasa, to the presence of the god. Shulman speaks of
"the divine clown’s savage mercies, his disastrous playing with the world."7% Siegel
describes a merciless divine laughter, a "roaring of paradise,” that is the response to all

tragedies as comedies: "The laughter of the gods is at the ignorance and folly of men, the

702 Edwin Gerow, Indian Poetics (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1977), 250.

703 | ee Siegel, Laughing Matters: Comic Tradition in India (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1987), 8.

704 Siegel, Laughing Matters, 8.

705 Shulman, King and Clown, 400.

706 Shulman, King and Clown, 399.
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laughter which comes with the suspension of compassion that is concomitant with a
conviction that there is no difference between the murdered and murderer.”70?
Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta claimed that the Mahabhirata was designed
to produce a ninth rasa beyond Bharata's traditional eight: sintarasa, the flavor of peace.
The two great aestheticians believed that santarasa was brought about by a combination
of other rasas, namely vira, the heroic, raudra, the violent and cruel, and karuna, the
compassionate. In Chapter Two we discussed how vira, raudra, and karuna are structured
into the Mahibharatds multiple layers. There are numerous instances of a scene of
heroic action turning crue! and violent, only to be followed by a scene of great pathos.
The overall shape of the stihdsa exhibits that pattern, as we follow the protagonists from
optimistic heroism into brutal warfare and on to a pathetic (and perhaps illusory) journey
to heaven. What is the effect of this upon the audience? Does it provoke, as has been
claimed,™® a craving for tranquility that Abhinava says leads to moksa, "the highest aim
of man"?7’® [s this structure a narrative strategy to turn the audience away from things of

the world, from maya, and towards an ultimate reality experienced only in the ineffable

707 Siegel, Laughing Matters, 381. Says Krsna in the Bhagavadgita: "He who
thinks that this being is a killer and he who thinks it is killed, neither of them know.
Neither does it kill nor is it killed.”

ya enam vetti hantaram yas cainam manyate hatam

ubhau tau na vijanito ndyam hanti na hanyate (6.24.19)

708 J, L. Masson, and M. V. Patwardhan, Géntarasa and Abhinavagupta's
Philosophy of Aesthetics (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1969), x. See
chapter Two. ’ _

7% Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, The Dhvanyiloka of Anandavsrdhana,
with the Locana of Abhinavagupta. Edited with an Introduction by Daniel H. H. Ingalls,
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unmanifest? To attempt to answer those questions, we must take another look at the
Mahabharatd's ambiguous ending.

In the seventeenth book, Mahaprasthanikaparvan, Yudhisthira, followed by a dog,
climbs the mountain towards heaven as, one by one, his wife and four brothers fall dead.
As Emily Hudson has pointed out, it is strange that the Pandavas do not mourn Draupadi
when she dies, and curious that there is no mourning, either by characters or text, as the
five Pandavas are reduced to one. This is, says Hudson, "a narrative strategy that serves
to disengage the reader from the narrative world of the text, because the reader feels a
sense of grief and loss that is neither shared nor satisfied by it."7'? Hudson holds that at
the end of the Mahabharata, multiple narrative strategies prepare the "courageous” reader
for the itthasds final message: that the universe is filled with tremendous human
suffering -- and that is it. This point of view is in consonance with the view that the final
result of the Mahabharata is to turn the audience away from the world; Hudson foresees
no escape through moksa.

Gerald Larson's interpretation of the "meaning” of the Mahabharata seems to
agree with Hudson's. Larson, like Madhva and Sukthankar (see Chapter Two) interprets
the Mahiabharata on three levels. He names them the ddirdasvika, "pertaining to the gods,

the ddhibhautika, "pertaining to ordinary beings,” and the ddhystmika, "pertaining to

translated by Jeffrey Moussaieff Massen Daniel H. H. Ingalls, and M.V. Patwardhan
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 525.

710 Emily T. Hudson, "Heaven's Riddles or the Hell Trick: Theodicy and
Narrative Strategies in the Mahabharata," paper presented at the Internation Conference
on the Mahabharata (Montreal: Concordia University, May 18-20 2001).
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oneself."’!! The first two levels, says Larson, are "tragically dehumanizing.” On the
first, Vedic mythology and ritual are deconstructed, the sacrifice just does not work any
more, and the war to re-establish dharma becomes a reprehensible holocaust. On the
second, we learn that that the Kuruksetra battle is not simply "a tragedy for all concerned.
It is a tragedy wrought by God himself!” Finally, on the third level of self-
understanding, the meaning Larson finds is "stark"” — so stark that he expresses it by

citing immortal lines singing a supremely tragic worldview:

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,

To the last syllable of recorded time;

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out brief candle!

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more; it is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing (Shakespeare's Macbeth V,v,17)

Nothing? I would argue that the Mahabhirata no more signifies "nothing™ than it
signifies moksa (another face of "nothingness”™). The jtihasais not a tragedy, and its

universe is not tragic, although its flavors certainly taste of bhayinaks, raudra, and

711 Gerald James Larson, " Kim Akurvata, Samjaya?": The Great War in the
Night of a Thousand Suns,” Keynote Address presented at the International Mahabharata
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karuna. Consider the fact that Vyasa, the sthisd's purported teller (no idiot, he), is
repeatedly said notto attain moksa. In fim‘iparvan we hear the story of how Vyasa was
granted by Siva the boon of a son.”’2 Soon thereafter, Vyasa catches sight of a lovely
apsarad and spills his seed, from which is born Suka. Suka follows the path of arvyrti and
much to his father’s chagrin attains moksa. Vyasa grieves when his son vanishes from
the earth for good, and must be comforted by Siva. Vyisa, then, represents the path of
pravrtti.  Subject to desire, passion, attachment, and grief, this teller of the fifth Veda
never could attain moksa, nor does he strive forit.7!* Vyasa himself is a narrative
strategy. By creating the stihidsa and engendering many of the characters within it (he is
the biological grandfather of the Pandavas), then telling himself into his own story, Vyasa
points the audience to a worldview that, I believe, is the Mahabharata's widest "statement
of truth,” to use Nussbaum's terminology.

That worldview is articulated explicitly in one of the Mahiabharata's most
wondrous, terrifying, and moving passages: the session Yudhisthira spends with
Mairkandeya during the exile in the forest.”'* Markandeya, like Vyasa, is a sage who does
not leave the world for moksa, although the ancient seer has witnessed, as Yudhisthira

says, "the end of many thousands of yugas.""'* Yudhisthira asks Markandeya to recount

Conference (Montreal: Concordia University, May 18-20 2001).

712 12.310-320

713 For a discussion of Vyasa and Suka, sece Bruce M. Sullivan, Seer of the Fifth
Veda: Krspa Dvaipayana Vyasa in the Mahabhirata (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1999),
39-42.

714 3.179-221

715 naike yugasahasrantas tvay@ drsta8 mahdmune (3.186.2)
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what occurs at the end of a yuga, when all is annihilated and then reborn. This provides
an occasion for a description of the kalr yuga, the very age in which the audience is
situated, an age that, like all ages, returns again and again in Time's cycles.’’¢ After one
great destruction, says Markandeya, there comes a new Artz yuga, followed by a tret3, a
dvapara, and then another kali. This entire cycle of twelve thousand years is a Day of
Brahma. As the kali proceeds, conditions on the earth degenerate from bad to worse.
The four varas cease practicing their appropriate dharmas, mleccha, "barbarian,” kings
rule the earth (the descendants of Yayati's son Anu in our st7hZsa); people are short-lived
and lawless. The women have too many children at too young an age and the earth grows
overpopulated. Vedic students drink alcohol and copulate with the wives of their gurus;
hermitages disappear, lands and forests are ravaged. The seasons are disrupted; rain does
not fall when it should. Markandeya gives many more details to picture an age that
sounds surprisingly contemporary to us, and must have seemed so to the j/tihasd's
audience. At last, says Markandeya, a drought scorches the land, rivers dry up, and the
great world-destroying fire turns all to ashes, including humans, devas, and asuras. A
violent storm and flood follow. "Then the self-existent Lord, ruler of men, drinks up
those terrible winds and lies sleeping on the Lotus of the Beginning, O Bhirata."7!7
Mairkandeya then, at the end of a yuga, wanders alone over the desolate total

ocean, finding no resting place. One day he comes upon a great nyagrodha, a banyan

716 3186
717 tatas tam marutam ghoram svayambhiir manujadhipa
adi padmalayasl devah pitva svapiti bharata (3.186.76)
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tree. This is the tree with roots above and branches below described in the Bhagavadgita
(and, by analogy, the great double-tree with Arjuna and Kama for trunks -- see Chapters
Two and Five). Sitting upon a branch of the tree he sees a beautiful child with "a face
like a full moon, eyes like a lotus in bloom,"7!# and skin the color of comflowers.”!®
Markandeya is amazed; mustering all his ascetic powers, still he cannot comprehend the
marvelous child. Then the boy speaks sweetly, inviting the sage to enter his body. He
opens his mouth wide and, says Markandeya, "powerlessly I am transported into his
mouth by an act of Daiva."72° Inside he beholds the whole earth, overspread with
kingdoms and cities and mighty rivers. The oceans are there, the heavens and celestial
bodies, and the various classes of men performing their proper tasks. All the gods and
the foes of the gods move within the belly of the child. Markandeya prostrates in
surrender to the great being, when suddenly a wind propels him out of the mouth, where
he finds the same child sitting in the nyagrodha and beginning to laugh. The laughter
alerts us to who he is! The child identifies himself as Narayana, as Visnu, Siva, and
Brahma, as Prajapati from whose bodies the four varpas are formed. All, in fact, is he.
Desire, anger, fear, joy and confusion are his forms, as well as all that is good and
auspicious. "My injunction is decreed for all beings who wander in bodies; they act with

their minds controlled by me, not by their own free will. ... Whenever dharma is

718 ypavistam mahdrdja purnendusadriinanam

phullapadmavisalaksam balam pasyami bharata (3.186.83)
719 atasi puspavamabhah (3.186.86) This is van Buitenen's poetic translation.
720 tasyaham avaso vaktram daivayogit pravesSitah (3.186.91)
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exhausted, O most virtuous one, and adharma rears up, then I create myself."72! In the
krta age, says the god, he is white, yellow in the &rez4, red in the dviapara, and black —

krspal- in the kali.

Thus, worthy sage, I have imposed myself completely upon all creatures,

best of brahmins, yet no one knows me at all. Whatever pain you have felt

while within me, O twice-bom, is all for your greater happiness and good,

sinless one. And whatever you have seen in the world, moving and

standing still, was in every way but myself set up there, O worthy sage.’?2

Here, 1 submit, is the Mahabharatd's most explicit description of its universe.
Indeed, it is a universe characterized by tremendous suffering, but that is not "it." Painful
as it is, arbitrary and unfathomable as it seems, the universe is the body of God, the body
of Visnu-Krsna-Nardyana, and thatis "it." We are challenged, then, not only to accept
such a God — malicious, murderous, mocking — but to approach him in loving surrender.
Moreover, I suspect, Markandeya's description of the world is a description of the
Mahabharata itself. We enter into the jtihdsd's great maw and find within it simply
everything. We wander within it, experience pain, joy, bewilderment; and if for a
moment we take a step out of it or back from it, we are confronted with the laughter of

Krsna, the eternal child.

721 madvidhanena vihita mama dehaviharinah

mayabhibhiita vijiiana vicestante na kamatah ...

yada yada ca dharmasya glanir bhavati sattama

abhyutthinam adharmasya tadatmanam sfjamy aham (3.187.22, 26)
72 evam pranihitah samyan mayatma munisattama

sarvabhiitesu viprendra na ca mam vetti kas cana

yac ca kim cit tvaya praptam mayi klesatmakam dvija

sukhodayaya tat sarvam Sreyase ca tavanagha

yac ca kim cit tvaya loke drstam sthavarajangamam
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The very strangest thing about the end of the AMahabharata is the (apparent)
absence of Krsna. Why is he not standing at the mountaintop to usher Yudhisthira to
heaven? Why does Yudhisthira not find him in heaven with Duryodhana, or in hell with
his brothers, wife, and mother, or in the second heaven finally attained by Draupadi,
Kunti, and the six sons of Kunti? What about Krsna's promises in the Bhagavadgita to
protect and save his devotee? When Yudhisthira enters heaven, we are astounded not
only by the absence of Krsna but also by Yudhisthira’s lack of concern for Krsna. He still
nurses one great sorrow (Yudhisthira brings all his human passions into this curious
heaven): his failure to recognize Kama's feet (see Chapter Five). He expresses an
overwhelming yearning to see his brothers and wife, but does not yearn for Krsna. What
Yudhisthira stands for in death, then, is a passionate affirmation of ku/a, of the human
affection shared by family and friends. This human-heartedness, sauhrda, is, as discussed
in Chapters Three and Five, what Kama had chosen when he refused to renounce his
loving adoptive siita parents for the sake of the kingship and royal prerogatives offered by
Krsna. In the Mahibharatds final parvan, Yudhisthira refuses to renounce his own
family for the sake of the pleasures of Duryodhana's heaven offered by the gods. Out of
affection for his family, he chooses to remain with them in hell. In what for himisa

supreme act of renunciation, Yudhisthira angrily renounces dharma.’> Immediately,

vihitah sarvathaivasau mamatma munisattama (3.187.35-37)
72 krodham aharayac caiva tivram dharmasuto nrpah
devams ca garhayam asa dharmam caiva yudhisthirah (18.2.50)
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Dharma comes before his son and tells him he has passed a final test.”2¢ Yudhisthira
instantly finds himself in another "heaven,” reunited with his beloved family. Kama had
performed similar actions when he affirmed his loyalty to his sita family at Krsna's
temptation, and when he bitterly accused dharma of deserting him as he fell to Arjuna's
arrows. Those acts, however, prompt no rescue.

What, then, of Kama? Shulman describes Karna as

a peculiarly attractive character both in his own right and in comparison

with the rogue's gallery that surrounds him — the deeply flawed epic

heroes from both sides of the battle, as well as the deceitful and murderous

deity who uses them for his designs.”>
This certainly is true, but Karna is nota "tragic hero,” for tragedy is impossible in a world
that roars with the laughter of that murderous, deceitful deity. Kama's place at the end of
the Mahibharata among his brothers, in hell or in heaven, forces us to reconsider his
death. While he does die angry and resentful, his death still is an affirmation that, as he
so frequently has affirmed, "victory depends upon Daiva." Daiva-Kala-Krsna triumphs
over Kama's lonely human will. Thus, Kara does not die alone, for he dies at Krsna's
pleasure in Krsna's presence. And what had happened to him next? Had he gone directly

to hell, where his brothers join him thirty-six years later? Had he hung about in heaven

for the interim with Duryodhana? Although the stibisa’s silence on those issues is a

724 The first test, says Dharma, was the challenge of the crane-Dharma in the
episode of the Drilling Woods. The second test was posed by the dog-Dharma.
Yudhisthira had passed those tests as well.

725 Shulman, King and Clown, 380.
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narrative strategy to make us pose precisely those questions, they sound meaningless,
even comic - and implicitly unanswerable.

In the end, does the bard’s explanation that the characters simply were absorbed
into the divine and demonic beings of which they were a part signify any sort of
"salvation" for those characters? Clearly it does not, for the heavens of the gods and the
gods themselves are, as Markandeya has shown us, part of the universe, endlessly created
and destroyed by Kila, by Krsna, who is the very substance of that universe. Up to this
point, the jtihasa had strategically kept its audience within its universe. There, we
rejoiced and suffered with its characters and were instructed by its teachings. We found a
counterpart in Kama, a human being facing a hostile universe with all the courage, grace,
and generosity he, alone, could muster; and we had seen that magnificent hero brought
down by an unworthy opponent manipulated by a devious god. The curiously
perfunctory manner in which the Mahibhirata comes to a close is a narrative strategy that
distances the audience from the text, allows us to be blown, as it were, out of its maw.
Here we are confronted with the comflower-blue child's wicked smile. The child opens
his mouth again, and inside we see the whole universe, including the Mahabharata, its
teller, and ourselves, the audience. The net of the Mahabharata, like the belly of the
child, structures this multiple stepping into and out of and back from, as it structures the
stepping up and down the lattice of its frames, and the journey through the dizzying

vortex of its Time. The stihasa creates an audience willing to take those journeys, to
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collaborate in that project. To ignore that strategic structure is to misapprehend the
Mahabharata.

Much more work can be done, far more insights achieved, by looking attentively
at the Mahabharatds shape and style, by paying attention to its narrative strategies, by
listening to its muitivocal discourse, in search of its author and audience, and its
"statement of truth.” There is great scope for applying reader-response theory to the
Mahabharata -- to various characters, episodes, parvans, themes. More work, too, is
demanded on rasa theory and its application to the great /tzhdsa. Finally, the towering
character of Kamna hardly can be grasped in a few chapters. These chapters contain
some, although certainly not all, of the possible musings that result from wandering

within and without the net, and the belly, of the Mahibharata.
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