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Desecrating the Divine:

Vyasa’s Body between Polemic and Procession

Jonathan Peterson

Columbia University

Abstract

This paper examines the textual and juridical history of Vyasantdl, a once-popular
Virasaiva procession in which the severed arm of Vyasa— the storied author of the
Mahabharata— was paraded through villages and cities throughout the Deccan. As
a sacred figure for some, Vyasa’s desecration provoked ire and occasional violence
until 1945, when the Bombay High Court outlawed the practice. This paper exam-
ines Vyasantol across three turning points. The first is a polemical praise-poem (sto-
tra) titled Praising Vyasa, Condemning the Apostates (Pasandakhandanavyasastotra)
written by Vadiraja Tirtha (ca. 1550-1610), a popular intellectual and proselyte of Ma-
dhva’s realist Vedanta and the first known writer to weigh in on the question of Vyasa’s
arm. The second is a genealogy of Vyasantdl in the Mahabharata, Puranas, and Saiva
didactic writings. And the third is the circuitous course that Vyasantdl cut through
courts in British India. Collectively, these turning points provide not only a provisional
genealogy of a religious controversy; they also remind us that figures like Vyasa be-
long not to epic antiquity, but to a present in which gods and epic heroes are refigured
(or disfigured) according to the interests of historical communities.

Keywords: virasaiva, madhva, vadiraja tirtha, vyasa, desecration, procession, védanta,
deccan, vyasantol

© Jonathan Peterson — New Explorations in South Asia Research 1 (2024): 33-72.

published December 8, 2024

DOI:


mailto:jp4536@columbia.edu
https://nesarjournal.org/articles/peterson-desecrating-the-divine 
https://doi.org/10.82239/2834-3875.2024.2.2 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

—_

Contents

1 Introduction

Early in May 1911, the residents of Kolhapur braced for a riot. The city’s ViraSaivas planned
to celebrate the arrival of a prominent monastic leader with a procession. Anticipating back-
lash, organizers asked Kolhapur’s nominal ruler, Chhatrapati Rajarshi Shahu (descendent
of the Maratha leader Shivaji Bhonsle), to personally approve the event. Shahu later recalled
in his memoirs that Brahmans in the city “threatened a breach of the peace” were the pro-
cession to take place.” They objected not to the arrival of a prominent religious figure, or
even to using city streets as a stage for ViraSaiva piety. Kolhapur’s Brahmans objected to
a specific processional object — the severed arm of Vyasa, fabled author of the Mahdabha-
rata. Made of bundled rags or gnarled wood, an effigy of Vyasa’s severed arm — known
in Kannada simply as Vyasantol (Vyasa’s arm) — would dangle atop a tall pole alongside
cymbals, streamers, and a flag decorated with the image of Siva’s bull, Nandin. During
the procession, devotees would hoist the pole aloft while dancing and singing. Some might
even swing at Vyasa’s arm with sticks or swords, reenacting an event from Puranic lore
when Nandin lopped off Vyasa’s arm in a fit of pious rage.

Vyasa’s severed arm had sparked violence elsewhere in the Deccan. There were riots in
Bellubbi in 1882, and the Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency reported in 1884 that “many
lives were lost” during a conflict in Dharwad a few decades earlier.” “Formerly riots were
of constant occurrence,” the Gazetteer reads. “The parading of Vyasa’s hand was forbidden,
but in outlying villages the practice is still kept up.”” Vyasa’s arm may have put parade-goers
and passersby at risk, but it seems to have been especially dangerous for organizers. In 1830,

(1924 vol. 2, 345).
(1884), pp. 229-230.
(1884), p. 229.
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at the request of Brahmans in the western reaches of the Mysore state, Krishnaraja Wode-
yar III ordered the execution of two ViraSaiva leaders for organizing a Vyasa procession.
Despite the potential for bloodshed, Shahu approved the parade in Kolhapur and promised
his royal marching band as a token of support.

The controversy about Vyasa’s body in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was, of
course, a product of a particular place and time. The establishment of British common law
in the subcontinent, for instance, required that both defenders and challengers of Vyasantol
adopt new conceptual and legal categories. But Vyasantol was not an iatrogenic product of
colonial law, which is to say that it was not produced by the advent of colonial law itself.
Though British courts had a hand in refiguring Vyasantol along new conceptual lines, the
rhetoric and perhaps even the practice of Vyasa desecration is evident as early as the late
sixteenth century.

This article examines the first known anti-Vyasantol writing, a short Sanskrit poem
titled Praising Vyasa, Condemning the Apostates (Pasandakhandanavyasastotra).” Written
by Vadiraja Tirtha (ca. 1550-1610), an influential poet, scholar, and proselyte of Madhva’s
dualist Vedanta, Praising Vydsa provides a starting point for not only plotting the murky
history of a particular controversy, but also for rethinking prehistories of religious conflict
to include textual polemics and philological disputes.

By invoking the language of religious conflict, I am, of course, thinking of Christo-
pher Bayly and his work on riots in late precolonial and early colonial north India.” Bayly
was working against at least two accounts of conflict in the subcontinent. The first was only
“dimly aware” of religious violence prior to the rise of colonial commercial power, and the
second, while acknowledging the fact of precolonial religious violence, nevertheless main-
tained that its “quality and incidence” changed dramatically after 1860. Bayly advanced a
position of continuity, in which moments of religious conflict in the late nineteenth cen-

Wodeyar’s dispensation was found in the library of the Sringeri Sankara matha at Koodli (near Channagiri)
in 1945. Collectors deduced that Wodeyar sent a copy of the decree to Brahmans at the matha because they
petitioned the court to intervene in the procession. Doing so may have endeared Wodeyar to the region’s
Madhva and Smarta Brahmans at a moment when their support was vital to securing Mysore’s power over
western Karnataka. It is unclear whether a copy of the document was also sent to the Aksobhyatirtha Madhva
matha in Koodli. See sannad no. 3 in the “Sannads of the Mysore King Mummadi Krishnaraja Wodeyar,” in
(1946).

On iatrogenesis and law see ( 1 29-62).

Elsewhere, Vadiraja writes that Buddhists, Jains, and Virasaivas — the pasandas — once accepted, but ulti-
mately rejected, the authority of the Vedas. “Apostate” is closer to this understanding than the more commonly
translated “‘heretic.” See ( ).
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tury are thought to have analogues in the early colonial period. These earlier moments were
linked not to religious revivalism or civilizational clashes, Bayly suggested, but to local-
ized shifts of resources and power. Bayly’s work has invited nuancing and criticism since
it was written in 1985, but few have challenged the way Bayly consigned texts and their in-
terpretation to little more than symbolic outgrowths or second-order effects of politics and
economy.

This article examines the textual prehistories of what became, in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, a site of violent agitation and acrimonious litigation. Through a close
reading of Praising Vyasa and related texts, I argue several things. First, no Vyasantol text
was itself the pretext for conflict. Nor were Vyasantol texts the mere sublimation of strife on
the ground. The desecration of Vyasa’s body and its ceremonial display in city streets in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries emerged from an interplay of text and practice — a kind
of mimetic loop—in which forms of interpretation informed paradigms of performance
and vice versa.

The movement between reading, performance, and public spectacle was accelerated in
part by Vyasa’s migration from a fictive figure of epic antiquity to a centerpiece of devotion
among Vaisnavas of various orders, and especially among a community of Visnu devotion
and Vedanta organized around the figure of Madhva (ca. 1238-1317 cE). Styled as both an
emanation of Visnu as well as Madhva’s guru, Vyasa imparted to Madhva’s writings, and by
extension to his dualist Vedanta philosophy, both soteriological and scholastic legitimacy.
It is unsurprising, then, that followers of Madhva wrote numerous Vyasa praise poems and
that even the notional desecration of Vyasa’s body would be interpreted as an affront to the
very affective and soteriological core of Madhva’s devotional community.

Whether Vyasa’s arm was a processional object before the early nineteenth century is
unclear. Even its presence in writing before the nineteenth century is fleeting. The second
part of this article puts forward a provisional genealogy of Vyasantol. Episodes of divine
dismemberment are not uncommon in Sanskrit literature, and the case of Vyasa’s arm ap-
pears to adapt and amplify earlier motifs of “aggressive bodily intervention” seen in Sanskrit
epics, Saiva Puranas, and Virasaiva didactic texts.” The closest parallel to the amputation
of Vyasa’s arm is its paralysis. I look at several examples of Vyasa’s monoplegia. The first
is from the Skanda Purana, where Vyasa confronts Siva with a sermon about Visnu’s su-
periority and is paralyzed in turn. Similar moments of paralysis are found in earlier texts,

For instance, see ( ).
See Jesse Pruitt’s forthcoming work on the Sivadharmottara.
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including the Mahabharata and the Sivadharmattara. Yet these cases of paralysis are usually
reversed and are thus symbolically distinct from the permanent dismemberment of Vyasan-
tol. Earlier motifs of paralysis appear to have undergone a consequential intensification in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This is apparent, for instance, in Virasaiva didactic
texts like Sivayogin’s (ca. fourteenth century cg) Siddhantasikhamani and its early-modern
commentaries, where Siva’s slanderers are met with more egregious forms of bodily harm.

Here I must emphasize that these were textual dictates, and that the gap between text
and life on the ground — at least where they concern violence against those who challenge
Virasaivas and their institutions — appears to have been vast indeed. When Vadiraja wrote
Praising Vyasa in the late sixteenth century, swaths of his home in western Karnataka
were controlled by a powerful Virasaiva ruling family. Rather than curse or kill critics of
ViraSaivas, the Nayakas of western Karnataka lavished them, including Vadiraja, with royal
largesse.

The sources I present here show Vyasa’s arm as a surrogate for several things simul-
taneously. By the end of the sixteenth century, it had become a token of sectarian triumph,
where Siva could win over the most ardent devotee of Visnu, even if only by force. For
Vadiraja, the desecration of Vyasa was both an egregious textual misinterpretation and an
unforgivable attack on the legitimacy of Madhva and his Vedanta. What I do not touch on
here, but which hangs over the entire Vyasantol controversy, is caste. Vyasa’s venerated
position among Vaisnava and Saiva Brahmans alike would have rendered his desecration
a potent symbol of anti-caste agitation. And with the rise of the Virasaiva ruling family
of western Karnataka, the flagrant desecration of an exemplar of caste elitism may have
marked a turn in subaltern political power and its symbolic expression.

I conclude with a perfunctory examination of Vyasantol’s juridical life, which allows
me to highlight at least two avenues of further research. The first might be a new direc-
tion in the study of the Mahabharata. While anthropologists and historians have noted the
Mahabharata’s various localizations and retellings, Sanskrit epics as points of sectarian,
caste, and legal conflict are largely unstudied. Second are the legal afterlives of premodern
Sanskrit polemics in colonial India. I have in mind both the direct and indirect ways that
precolonial Sanskrit disputes, especially over issues of inheritance, property, marriage, tem-
ple access, procession, and so on, shaped legal discussions in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. But early modern Sanskrit polemics about Vyasantol are interesting not because
of their influence on later legal debates, but because they appear to have had no influence at
all. Though Vyasa’s body remained a source of outrage, modes of what we might call “philo-
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logical containment” — erudite (if still vitriolic) Sanskrit polemics as a strategy of conflict
management — seem to have given way to political violence and courtly machinations.

2 Conjuring the Image of Vyasa

Vyasa was probably never a real person, though some of the deeds ascribed to him may
have been the work of many people over many centuries.'’ Yet when Vadiraja wrote Prais-
ing Vyasa, Condemning the Apostates in the late-sixteenth century, Vyasa had long been
transformed into a god. To do justice to his divinization alone would warrant a separate
study. ' My starting point here, however, is Vyasa after apotheosis.

Vyasa’s identity as Visnu had not only been a given for Madhva and his early followers;
it was vital for establishing Madhva’s legitimacy as a Vedanta commentator. Vyasa plays an
especially prominent role in Madhva’s Determining the Ultimate Aim of the Mahabhdarata
(Mahabharatatatparyanirnaya), which emplots the tenets of Madhva’s Vedanta within the
narrative arcs of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. In addition to peppering the commen-
tary with his own Vyasa encomia, Madhva dutifully reiterates the few existing Mahabharata
verses that equate Vyasa with God. “You should know Krsna Dvaipayana Vyasa as the Lord
Narayana,” Madhva repeats.

One of the “ultimate aims” Madhva wanted his readers to take from his Mahabharata
commentary was that Visnu-as-Vyasa sanctioned both Madhva’s divine nature and his du-
alist Vedanta project. In the commentary’s second chapter, for instance, Vyasa announces
Madhva as an incarnation of the god Vayu. Citing a verse from the Bhavisyatparvan, but
which is not found in any recension of the text, Vyasa proclaims:

Later Puranas speak of as many as eighteen Vyasas. See Visnupurana 3.3.9 (ed.
191).
The figure of Vyasa has accumulated a considerable scholarship. A study of his divinization alone would
include ( ), who showed that “Vyasa had nothing to do with the four Vedas.” It would
include volumes written about Vyasa in the field of Mahabharata studies, such as ( ) and also
studies on specific chapters and sections of the Mahabharata. Griinendahl ( and , and

) for instance, describes how Vyasa became an “emanation of Narayana,” and the scholar-
ship of ( ), ( ), and others has convincingly shown the Narayaniyaparvan to be a
later feature of the epic and to reflect the interests of new cults of Visnu worship in the first centuries ce. Such
a study would also include work on Vyasa in the Puranas, like ( ) and ( ).
See Madhva’s Mahabharatatatparyanirnaya (ed. ), v. 2.41, and Mahabharata 12.334.9 (ed.

):

krsnadvaipayanam vyasam viddhi narayanam prabhum
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tasyangam prathamam vayuh pradurbhavatrayanvitah
prathamo hanuman nama dvitiyo bhima éva ca
plirnaprajias trtiyas tu bhagavatkaryasadhakah
tretadyesu yugesv ésa sambhiitah kesavajiaya

The first subsidiary of Visnu is Vayu,

who has three worldly manifestations.

The first is called Hanuman, the second, Bhima.

But the third is Madhva, fulfiller of God’s deeds.

At Visnu’s decree, Vayu has appeared in the first three epochs.

Madhva, Mahabharatatatparyanirnaya (ed. , vv. 2.124-125, pp.
88-89)

The clamor that Madhva’s messianic self-styling caused in the centuries after his death
obscured the messenger himself. Strictly speaking, Madhva did not announce his own divine
nature, Vyasa did. As an emanation of Visnu, Vyasa transformed Madhva’s unprecedented
claim of his own divinity into a scriptural dictate. To deny Vyasa’s declaration of Madhva’s
divine nature, in other words, would be tantamount to denying the authority of the Maha-
bharata itself.

Elsewhere, Madhva invokes Vyasa as his guru, which allowed for elaborate narratives
about Madhva’s connection to Vyasa in early hagiographies. Narayana Pandita (ca. four-
teenth century cg), for instance, devotes the seventh chapter of his Srimadhvavijaya to nar-
rating Madhva’s visit to Vyasa’s Himalayan hermitage. Daniel Sheridan has shown how this
episode connects Madhva and his writings to Vyasa by asserting a direct student-teacher re-
lation. " But this didactic connection is, by measure of verse, an utterly minor feature of
Madhva’s life story. Far more significant, both as a narrative fact and for their influence on
devotional practice, are the dozens of verses Narayana devotes to Madhva’s inner mono-
logue upon seeing Vyasa in the flesh.” “Even though Madhva had always seen Vyasa in
his pure, lotus heart,” Narayana writes, “upon seeing Vyasa again anew, Madhva became

Madhva says the verse is from the Bhavisyatparvan of the Harivarisa, but it is probably one of his own
compositions. For more on Madhva’s untraceable sources, see Mesquita ( , ).

(1992).
Concealed from ordinary people during the Kali Age, Vyasa nevertheless welcomes Madhva’s mind and eyes
(cetonayanabhinandana). Narayana likens Vyasa’s disappearance from the vision of ordinary people in the

New Explorations in South Asia Research 1 (2024): 33-72.
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wonderstruck and thought the following to himself.” ” The next thirty verses describe Ma-
dhva’s cascade of observations about Vyasa’s body, from the dust on Vyasa’s feet to the
matted hair on his head. Madhva’s life story, in other words, takes a sharp detour into Vyasa
encomia. About Vyasa’s feet, for instance, Madhva thinks to himself:

kamalakamalasananilair vihagahindrasivendrapiirvakaih
padapadmarajo 'sya dharitam Sirasa hanta vahamy aham muhuh
pranamami padadvayam vibhor dhvajavajrankusapadmacihnavat
nijamanasaragapidandad arunibhiitam ivarunam svayam

nanu kevalam éva vaisnavam Sritavantah padam atmarocisa
tamaso ’py ubhayasya nasaka vijayante nakhara navam ravim
sukumaratarangulimatoh padayor asya nigiudhagulphayoh
upamanam aho na drsyate kavivaryair itarétaram vina

Wow! I have the dust of Vyasa’s lotus feet on my head, the same dust that Laksmf,
Brahma, Vayu, Garuda, Sesa, Siva, and Indra once had on theirs. I bow to the
lord’s two feet, which are marked with Visnu’s banner, lightning bolt, goad, and
lotus. Though naturally ruddy, his two feet appear to have become even more so
after beating back the mental passions of his followers. His toenails, which have
taken refuge at Visnu’s feet, destroy two kinds of darkness (internal and external)
with their luster, and thus surpass even the sun at daybreak. Except for one or the
other foot, the best poets fail to find an adequate analogy for Vyasa’s two feet,
which have the most delicate toes and concealed ankles.

Narayana Pandita, Srimadhvavijaya (ed. v. 7.25-28)

Kali Age to the disappearance of the sun at night (Narayana Pandita, Srimadhvavijaya [ed. ]v.
7.22).:

adhuna kalikalavrttayé savitéva ksanadanuvrttaye

Jjanadrgvisayatvam atyajad bhagavan asramam avasann imam
Narayana Pandita, Srimadhvavijaya (ed. v. 7.17):

nijahrtkamale tinirmalé satatam sadhu nisamayann api

avalokya punah punar navam tam asau vismita ity acintayat
The verb sritavantah in verse 27 conveys that the toenails are both connected to and have taken refuge at
Visnu’s feet, much as a disciple might. The suggestion seems to be that just as the toenails remove darkness
and surpass the sunrise in their splendor, so too the disciple —in this case, Madhva— can do the same.
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Madhva’s encounter with Vyasa allowed Narayana to conjure an intimate portrait of
Vyasa’s body in the minds of his readers. It is worth dwelling on this image for a moment.
Vyasa’s legs are “fittingly burly from bottom to top,” and “cause the person who worships
him to become the same.”® Sitting on a deerskin that shines with the “lovely sheen of
sunlight,” Vyasa possesses a miraculous hue.”” His “slender, soft, beautiful lotus belly”
contains the whole universe.”” Narayana exploits the ambiguous word division in the phrase
brahma-su-sitram to simultaneously tell us that Vyasa’s chest appears white because of the
upanayana thread (brahmasu siitram) and that his heart is captivating because it holds the
glorious aphorisms about brahman, that is, the Brahmasiitras (brahmasusiitra).” His arms

, V. 7.29:

ucitam gurutam dadhat kramac chuci tejasvi suvrttam uttamam

bhajato ’tra ca bhajayaty ado vibhujarnighayugalam saripatam
“The Lord’s two legs, appearing fittingly burly from bottom to top, are pure, brilliant, well-made, and excellent.
They cause the person who worships him to become the same/to attain moksa.” The pun here is on saripata
being a stage of moksa, on which reading the legs confer the appropriate guruta according to one’s stage of
enlightenment (cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 5.13.1-4 [ed. 1 262-263], which is
echoed later in the Bhagavatapurana and elsewhere).

, vv. 7.30-31:

acaldsanayogapattika varakaksya sakrdaptam istadam

parito ’pi harim sphuranty aho anisam dhanyatameti mé matih

rucirena varéna carmand rucirajadyuticarurocisa

paramorunitambasangind paramascaryataya virajyate
“A meditation cloth for steady sitting posture, which has the finest hems, shines from all sides upon Hari as
Vyasa, who gives whatever is desired even when approached once — that cloth, in my opinion, is the most
praiseworthy thing. The resplendent deer skin upon which he sits, which has the lovely sheen of sunlight,
makes him appear most miraculous.” Bana used the term yogapattaka several times in the Harsacarita. It
means both a meditation cloth and a forged royal document. In his edition of the text, P. V. ( : notes,
26) gives the following explanatory verse. From where it comes, I am not sure.

prsthajanvoh samayoge vastram valayavad drdham
parivestya yad irdhvajiius tisthét tad yogapattakam
, V. 7.32:
tanunimnasunabhisobhite valibhe varijanabha adadhe
pratanay atisundaré mrdav udare smin jagadandamandalam
“He has kept the sphere of the universe in this slender, soft, beautiful lotus belly, which has delicate folds, and
which is adorned with a soft, deep navel.”
, vv. 7.33-34:
hrdayé krtasajjanodayé suvisalé vimale manohare
ubhayam vahati trayimayarm bhagavan brahmasusiitram uttamam
asame 'nadhike susadhite nijatate ravirasididhiti
pradadau trijagajjayadhvajam vidhir étad galasangibhiisanam

@ New Explorations in South Asia Research 1 (2024): 33-72.
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possess soft, ruddy hands that have the marks of Visnu’s discus and conch.”~ His neck has
three auspicious lines, one for each of the Vedas he composed.”” Vyasa’s face outshines the
light of a thousand beams from a spotless moon, and the appearance of his teeth against
his red lips “put to shame a string of new pearls glimmering on ruby facets.””" His speech,
likened to a infinite spring of freshwater, fills the “wells which are the questions posed by
thousands of Brahmans.”" The Tulasi leaf that sits upon Vyasa’s ear whispers, “O Lord,

“The lord holds the two best Vedic sitras: One he wears on his broad chest, the other he holds in his expansive
heart, which uplifts the righteous. In the case of the [upanayana] thread on Brahmans [brahmasu siitra], his
chest is white and beautiful, whereas in the case of the glorious aphorisms about brahman [i.e., the Brah-
masiitra], his heart is pure and captivating. When Vyasa proved [through his various compositions] that Visnu
is unequaled and unsurpassed, Brahma gave him this ornament, the kaustubha gem, which hangs around his
throat as a symbol of his conquest over the three worlds and which shines like a cluster of suns.” The word
susitra can be glossed as Sobhanam sitram iti susitram.
, vv. 7.35-36:
arivarijalaksanollasatsukumararinapanipadmayoh
prthupivaravrttahastayor upamam naiva labhamahé nayoh
bhavatam varatarkamudraya dyati hastagram abodham isituh
adhijanusamarpitam param krtabhityobhayabharngamarngalam
“I cannot find a comparison for these two arms, which have large, brawny, and round forearms, which have
lotus-like hands that are soft, ruddy, and resplendent with the marks of Visnu’s discus and conch. Through
JjAanamudra, the fingers of one hand destroy the ignorance of devotees. The fingers of the other sit atop the
knee, auspicious for their part in vanquishing tremendous fear.”
, V. 1.3T:
satatam galata svatah Srutitritayénéva nikamam ankitah
suvidambitakambur tksyate vararékhatrayavan guror galah

“I see Vyasa’s neck, which, perfectly resembling a conch shell, has three auspicious lines; the neck, which is
clearly marked [or numbered] by the three Vedas that issue forth [from his throat] eternally.”
, Vv. 7.38-39:

sakalastakalankakalimasphuradinduprakaroruvibhramam
adharikurute svasobhaya vadanam devasikhamaneér idam

arunasmadalantarollasannavamuktavalim asya lafijayét
hasatah sitadantasantatih paramasrir arunostharocisah

“By its own splendor, the face of Vyasa— the crown jewel of the gods — outshines even the beautiful light
from a thousand moon rays blazing brightly after the moon’s spots have been completely removed. Smiling
and effulgent with red lips, Vyasa has a row of the most beautiful white teeth that would put to shame a string
of new pearls glimmering on ruby facets.”

, v. 740:

dvijavrndakrtam kutithalad anuyogandhusahasram uttamam

iyam ekapadé sarasvati Srutibhartuh paripiirayaty aho
“Amazing! With a single word, the Lord of Scripture’s riverine speech miraculously fills up thousands of
well-like questions posed by scores of Brahmans.”
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please do not let the lotus and other flowers steal my position out of jealousy.””” And after
describing his eyebrows and forehead, Madhva thinks about Vyasa’s miraculous body and
its innumerable qualities:

navam ambudharam vidambayad varavidyudvalayam jagadguroh
avalokya krtarthatam agam sajatamandalamandanam vapuh

na ramapi padangulilasannakhadhiirajadanantasadgunan
ganayed ganayanty andaratam paraman ko ’sya paro gunan vadet
na kutithalita kutithalam tanum énam avalokya sadguroh
sanavavaranandadarsino grhabuddhya mama niskutithalam

I became completely satisfied upon seeing the Lord of the Worlds’ body, which,
with its most precious, lightning-bright arm band, resembles a new raincloud,
and is festooned with a matted knot of hair. Not even Laksmi, despite continu-
ously counting, could keep track of the innumerable, sanctified qualities emanat-
ing from just the movement of the toenails of Vyasa’s feet. Who could possibly
describe his virtues?

Narayana Pandita, Srimadhvavijaya (ed. vv. 7.45-48)

, Vv. 7.41-42:

Jjalajayatalocanasya mam avaloko 'yam upetya lalayan

kuruté parirabhya piritam bhuvananandakarasmitanvitah

upakarnam amusya bhasita tulasi mantrayativa lalita

mama ndtha padam na matsaraj jalajadyani hareyur ity alam
“I became fulfilled after this sportive gaze of Vyasa— whose eyes are wide like lotus petals — fell to me and
embraced me, the gaze accompanied by a smile that makes all sentient beings happy. It is as if the beloved
Tulasi leaf that sits just above his ear mutters silently to itself — ‘O Lord! Let not the lotus and other flowers

steal my position out of jealousy.””
, VV. 7.43-44:

vibhavabhibhavodbhavadikam bhuvananarm bhuvanaprabhor bhruvoh

anayor api dabhravibhramat sabhavambhojabhavatmanar bhavet

trijagattilakalikantare tilako 'yam parabhagam aptavan

harinilagirindramastakasphutasonopalapanktisannibhah
“From the slightest quiver of the Lord of Creation’s eyebrows would result the destruction, maintenance, and
birth of all existing things, which have as their nature Siva and Brahma. This tilaka — which is indistinguish-
able from a row of rubies shining resplendent atop a sapphire mountain — has attained eminence in the middle
of the Ornament of the Three Worlds’ forehead.”

@ New Explorations in South Asia Research 1 (2024): 33-72.
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Simile, metaphor, alliteration, pun, and other poetic devices are key to conjuring Vyasa’s
image in the minds of Narayana’s readers. So, too, is the failure of poetic language. Twice
Narayana stresses that words fail to express Vyasa’s true glory. Even Laksmi cannot fully
enumerate the qualities of Vyasa’s toenails, let alone the totality of his body. How could a
poet? Yet later Madhva poets nevertheless tried. Narayana’s Vyasastotra is a precursor for
later Vyasa praise poems. In addition to Praising Vyasa, Condemning the Apostates, several
other Vyasastotras are attributed to Vadiraja, including Eight Verses to Vyasa (Vyasastaka)
and Describing Vyasa (Vyasavarnana). Simple but rich compositions, Eight Verses and
Describing Vyasa appear to have been written for popular consumption. Vadiraja says as
much — “For those devotees who recite Eight Verses every day, there is no defeat for them
anywhere.”

Reciting Vadiraja’s stotras in the sixteenth century would have entailed repeating banal
tropes. Vyasa is Visnu. He is the infallible author of the Mahabharata, Puranas, and the
Brahmasiitras. He is dear to the gods, and he shares a special connection to Madhva. But
these tropes provided a frame for deft poetic flourishes:

indradidaivatahrdakhyacakoracandramandamsukalpasubhajalpitapuspavrndah
vrndarakanghryupalatogunaratnasandro mandaya me phalatu krsnataruh
phalam drak

May the black tree (krsnataru) that is Vyasa

quickly yield its fruits to me, Vadiraja, unintelligent as I am —

that black tree whose dazzling, flower bunch-like arguments

are like moon rays that sate the Cakora birds

we call the hearts of gods like Indra and others;

that black tree, which has small creepers at its feet that are the other gods,
and which is encrusted with gem-like qualities.

Vadiraja, Vyasastaka ( ,v. 4, p.39)

Vadiraja, Vyasastaka, v. 9, p. 40:

vasisthavamsatilakasya harer manaojiiam dosaughakhandanavisaradam astakam yé

dasah pathanty anudinam bhuvi vadirajadhisambhavam paribhavo na disasu tesam
“For those devotees who recite Eight Verses every day, which pleases Hari (Vyasa), the ornament of the
Vasistha Dynasty, which is famous for destroying a deluge of faults, and which is born from the intellect of
Vadiraja himself — for those devotees, there is no defeat anywhere.”
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Like Narayana, Vadiraja uses a handful of images to describe Vyasa’s dark skin. His
skin resembles the hue of emeralds.”” It resembles the roiling, saturnine waters of the Ya-
muna river.”’ And, following the image of the verse above, it is like a dark tree in the night
sky.

Vadiraja seems to reserve his most creative flourishes for verses that connect Vyasa’s
body to his literary creations. In the image of the dark tree above, Vyasa’s skin is likened to
the night sky; his textual creations — the Mahabharata, the Brahmasiitras, and the Puranas —
are like the cool rays of the moon; and the hearts of the gods are like Cakora birds, who slake
their thirst on Vyasa’s textual moonbeams. Vadiraja indulges in a similar strategy of stacking
body and text when bowing to Vyasa’s feet:

vedantasitrapavanoddhrtapaiicavedamodamsatositasurarsinaradibhédam
bodhambujatalasitam sarasim agadham sridam Srito ’smi Sukatatapadam
akhédam

I have taken refuge at the deep lake that is the feet of Vyasa, father of Suka;
the lake-like feet that give wealth,

are tireless,

are adorned with lotuses of knowledge,

and by which the various gods, sages, and men are satisfied

by just a whiff of the fragrance of the five Vedas,

which has been lifted aloft

by the breeze of the Vedantasiitras.

Vadiraja, Vyasavarnana, v. 2, p. 39.

Both Narayana and Vadiraja used poetry to produce an image of Vyasa in the minds
of readers and listeners. Perhaps this sort of poetic image production was tantamount to
a “corpothetics” before the age of print. Like the modern mass-produced images of Hindu
gods that Christopher Pinney has suggested entail a “desire to fuse image and beholder,” the
poetic reproduction and appreciation of Vyasa’s image in the sixteenth century was made

Vadiraja’s Vyasastaka, v. 1, p. 39.
Vadiraja’s Vydasavarnana, p. 42.
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possible through the listener’s or reader’s faculties of linguistic understanding and literary
imagination, all of which, of course, belong to the “beholder” of the image.”'

3 Violating Vyasa, Slandering Siva

By the turn of the seventeenth century, a new form of incendiary ritual involving Vyasa’s
amputated arm appears to have emerged among some Virasaivas in northwestern Karnataka.
Vadiraja’s Praising Vyasa, Condemning the Apostates is the first writing that I know of to
critique the practice of cutting Vyasa’s arm. Most of the essay is concerned with clearing
up confusions about who, precisely, Vyasa speaks for as a raconteur of epic events. But
the last verses suggest that Vadiraja directed the essay toward a generic Saiva devotee — an
“idiot” — who wants to cut Vyasa’s arm not just notionally, it would seem, but in practice.
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Figure 1: Leaf from the Pasandakhandanavyasastotra with marginal commentary by an unknown author.
Mysore Oriental Research Institute, ms. 4347C.

Praising Vydsa consists of thirty-one verses in sloka meter. It has been published at
least twice. There are no known commentaries, but a manuscript in Mysore has extensive

Pinney (2004: 194). Sanskrit literary aesthetics never presumed the mind-body dichotomy that defined western
aesthetic theory since at least Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, and so Pinney’s effort to coin a neologism to
describe a long-standing fact of aesthetic theory in South Asia is somewhat misplaced.
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marginal notes that function as a kind of commentary. - Both the printed text and the Mysore
manuscript end with a short colophon: “Vadiraja Yati has composed this praise poem to
Vyasa (vyasastotra) in the form of a critique of the apostates.”” Vadiraja may have called
the essay a vyasastotra. Or perhaps a later copyist or cataloguer supplied the title. In either
case, it is worth thinking about what, exactly, makes Praising Vydsa a stotra.

Some have suggested that stotras are stylistically distinct. Yigal Bronner, for instance,
understands stotras as “relatively short works in verse, whose stanzas directly and repeatedly
address a divinity in the vocative case.””" Others have suggested that a stotra’s profusion
of vocatives are the linguistic outgrowth of far more profound orientation toward a subject
of praise. Hamsa Stainton, for instance, suggests that sfotras possess a certain “vectorial”
or directional quality that foregrounds the act of praise itself.”” Yet Praising Vyasa requires
that we tweak either definition. Vadiraja’s addressees are not gods or divinities, but “idiots”
and “scoundrels.” Insults replace sweet vocatives. And the very title of the essay betrays a
multi-vectoral devotionality in which opprobrium is not inimical to the act of supplication
but is in fact vital to it.

The text has a simple structure. The first third argues against Vyasantol on the basis
of narrative-criticism. Vadiraja argues that Vyasa is a victim of wrongful punishment. As a
reporter of epic events, the thinking goes, Vyasa was simply conveying a statement Bhisma
had made about Visnu being the ultimate lord instead of Siva. Virasaivas have mutilated
the messenger. The second third of the text poses a set of hypotheticals about wrongful
punishment, which is followed by an argument about the liriga being a symbol of Siva’s
dismemberment. The first two sections give way to a description of the painted image of
Vyasa and a set of concluding verses that say any Saiva who wants to cut Vyasa’s arm ends
up harming Siva instead.

Vadiraja begins by describing a declaration Bhisma made in front of an assembly of
learned men:

The marginalia are anonymous, but they appear to have been copied by the same scribe who copied the main
text. It is not impossible that the marginal notes belong to Surottama, who many believe to be Vadiraja’s
brother. Surdttama commented on several of Vadiraja’s writings, including the Pasandakhandanavyasasto-
tra’s companion text, the Pasandakhandana.
Vadiraja’s Pasandakhandanavyasastotra ( ): iti Srivadirajayatikrtam pasandakhandanarm
vyasastotram.

(2007).

(2019).
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bhismena kamyakavane dharmaraja(m) nrpam prati
uktah kila sabhamadhye kathéyam akhila sphuta
sesadharmascaryaparvadvitiyadhyayamadhyaga
atas tasya bhujav éva chedyau yady asti paurusan
vyasas tu tam katham granthé nibabandha param sudhih
kim yamah papinam hanyat kim va papasya saksinah
hrta sita ravanénety ukté nahi jatayusah

siras cicchéda bhagavan ramo rajivalocanah

kim tu bharyapahartaram jaghana yudhi ravanam
idam nidarsanam pasya maviveke manah krthah
uddhrtya sesadharmasthavakyany api ca kanicit
mandanam upakaraya darsayisyami tattvatah

Among the assemblymen in the Kamyaka forest, Bhisma proclaimed the verse
“this is the truth, this is the truth” to king Dharmaraja (Yudhisthira), brawny
arms lifted high. This well-known tale is found in the second chapter of the A§-
caryaparvan on sesadharma. Therefore, the heroic thing to do would have been
to cut off Bhisma’s arm. Vyasa, who is exceedingly learned, simply recorded that
event in the Mahabharata. Should Yama, the god of death, kill the sinner? Or
should he kill the one who witnessed the sin? The lotus-eyed Rama didn’t cut off
Jatayus’s head after he reported that Ravana abducted Sita Rather, Rama killed
the kidnapper of his wife, Ravana, in battle. Take a look at the evidence! Don’t
fix your mind on this stupidity. After quoting a few statements from the Sesad-
harma section of the Mahabharata to help the idiots, I will make you understand
the verses as they really are.

Vadiraja, Pasandakhandanavyasastotra ( , Vv. 1-7a)

Vadiraja poses a peculiar genealogy of Vyasantol. By his account, cutting off Vyasa’s
arm is born from a misreading of the Harivamsa (the Ascaryaparvan of the Mahabharata).
Yet the verses he cites are not found in the Bhandarkar edition of the text or in its critical
apparatus, and only one can be found in Madhva’s commentary on the Mahabharata, which
Vadiraja invokes approvingly in the next passage. According to Vadiraja, it was Bhisma
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who lifted his arm and declared, “this is the truth, this is the truth, again, this is the truth.”
Vadiraja continues:

yudhisthirah —

pitamaha mahaprajiia sarvasastravisarada

krsné dharmeé ca meé bhaktir yatha syad dhi tatha vada
bhismah —

Srnu pandava vaksyami haribhaktim sudurlabham
srotinam sarvapapaghnim vadatam ca yudhisthira
satyam satyam punah satyam uddhrtya bhujam ucyate
vedasastrat param nasti na daivam kesavat param
satyam vacmi hitam vacmi saram vacmi punah punah
asare khalu samsare saram yad visnupiijanam
uddhrtya svabhujau bhismah Sasamsa kila samsadi
evam ced vyasadevasya ko 'paradho vicaraya

ato madhvamunér vakye bharatajiiasikhamaneh
uddhrtam bahuyugulam yatha bhavati vai tatha
bhismacaryakrtasyograsapathasyanuvaditam

yatra tad vai vyasavacah Srnu cet tava yojana
tattatkrtyanuvakta ca Sastracaryo ’khilasya ca
asesanigamoddharta harta duhsamayasya ca
manahsamkalpamatrena kurupandavasenayoh

karta satyavatiputro viharta munimandalé
rajasiyasya carcayah sarpayagasya ca prabhuh

kas tasya bhujayos chetta kim va tac chédakaranam
bhramamiila tatah sarva kathasid vyasavairinam
rajakadrohato bhiksoh sularopanavakyavat
bhramakam tasya Sastram ca yatrettham samudiritam

Yudhisthira said: “O grandfather, great intellect, expert in all the sciences, teach
me in such a way that I should be devoted to Krsna and dharma.”

Bhisma replied: “Listen up, Yudhisthira. I’ll tell you about devotion to Visnu,
which is very difficult to get in this world, a devotion that destroys the sins of both

@ New Explorations in South Asia Research 1 (2024): 33-72.
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listeners and speakers alike. This is the truth! This is the truth! Again, this is the
truth! I proclaim this lifting my arm. There is no scripture superior to the Vedas.
There is no god superior to Visnu. I am telling you the truth. [ am describing what
is beneficial for you. I am telling you again and again the essence of everything.
The one essential thing in this essence-less existence is worshiping Visnu.”

Lifting his arms in the air, Bhisma proclaimed this in the assembly of kings. If
this is the way it was, why fault Vyasa? Think about it! This is why Madhva — the
crest-jewel among those who know the Mahdabharata— wrote in his commen-
tary on the Mahabharata that just as Bhisma said this while raising his arms,
Vyasa recounted it in the same way (i.e., arms raised). If only you would pay
attention to Vyasa’s speech, then your sense of the passage would be that it is a
retelling of the great vow taken by Bhisma. Vyasa is the narrator of this or that
person’s deeds in the epic and is the teacher of the whole Mahabharata. He is
the rescuer of the Vedas and destroyer of incorrect codes of conduct. By simply
setting his mind to it, Vyasa— the son of Satyavati and who relishes being in
the assembly of sages — creates the Kurus and Pandavas (in the minds of the
reader) and presides over the Rajastya, Arca, and Sarpayaga rites. Who could
cut off Vyasa’s arms, and what is the purpose of doing so? Thus, the whole story
about severing Vyasa’s hand is, at its root, erroneous and belongs to those who
hate him. This is like calling for a sage to be impaled on a spike for the crimes
of a washman. And where a text prescribes cutting off Vyasa’s arm, it does so to
deceive whoever reads it.

, Vv. 7b—19.

After arguing that Vyasa was simply relaying Bhisma’s sermon when he repeated the
phrase, “this is the truth,” Vadiraja turns his attention to Siva. If any god has been dis-
membered, Vadiraja claims, it is Siva not Vyasa. He cites a story from the Padma Purana
in which Siva, who had been distracted while having sex with Parvati, snubs Bhrgu who
then chops Siva to pieces out of anger. All that remains is Siva’s penis mid-coitus, which is
symbolized by the liriga that ViraSaivas wear and worship. He writes:
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narisamgamamatto ’sau yasman mam avamanyaté
yonilingasvariipam hi tasmad asya bhavisyati

iti padmapuranoktam bhrgusapasya sahasam
pasyantu paficasirsani bhujanam ca catustayam
dvau padav adaram vaksah kati corii ca dhirjatéh
vichidya tatksanad éva petuh kila mahitale
Sisnamatram tirvaritam tac ca yonyam nivesitam
atra pramanam Saivanam kanthé kanthe vilambint
lingamalaiva ya nityam kare vameé prapijyaté
atah padmoditakatha saivanam api sammata

In the Padma Purana, the punishment of the curse of Bhrgu is relayed in the
following way:

“Siva, who was out of his mind because he was having sex with his wife, disre-
spected me (Bhrgu). Because of this, Siva’s body will be reduced to his penis in
Parvati’s vagina. Let everyone see that after Siva’s five heads, his four arms, his
two feet, stomach, chest, hips, and thighs are chopped off, they fall to the ground
in an instant. Only his penis, which had entered the vagina, remained.”

The proof for this is that around Saivas’ throats dangle a necklace of Siva’s penis,
which they worship with the left hand. Thus, the Saivas, too, agree with me on
this story from the Padma Purana.

, Vv. 20-24.

The salacious provocation gives way to reverential praise, where Vadiraja invokes the
“knowledge-giving image of Vyasa” as painted on walls by artists and described in mantra
texts:

hastadvayavati ramyajatamandalamandita
mandasmita candramukhi bimbostht pankajeksana
kundakudmaladantabha sandrakuntalasankula
kandarpakotisadrst saundaryambudhimandira
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vandarianam abhayada vandyamandsurair naraih
adyapi pujyaté vyasapratima jianadayini
citrakair likhyate bhittau mantrasastresu varnyate

Even today, the knowledge-giving image of Vyasa is painted on walls by artists
and is described in various mantra texts —

the image, which shows Vyasa as having two hands;

as being lustrous with beautiful hair;

as having dark, lotus-like feet;

as luminous from the radiant antelope skin he sits on;

as smiling with happiness;

as having a moon-like face with lips like the bimba fruit;

as having lotus-like eyes and teeth like budding jasmine flowers;
as having thick hair;

the image of Vyasa is like a crore of gods of love;

is the object of devotion for those who worship beauty;

it gives fearlessness to all those who prostrate;

and it is worshiped by both gods and humans alike.

Vadiraja, Pasandakhandanavyasastotra ( , Vv. 25-28)
Vadiraja concludes by writing:

ato vyasabhujacchédam asasanasya durmateh
svadairvasarvagatranam chédah khedakaro "bhavat
tadvrddhim icchato miilachédo ’bhiit tava durjana
yadvyasaya druhyatas te sivadroho 'bhavad dhruvah
vivadapariharaya katheyam grathita kila

yatina vadirajena vyasakainkaryakamina

iti Srivadirajayatikrtam pasandakhandanam vyasastotram
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It follows, then, that the idiot who is longing to amputate Vyasa’s arm is tor-
mented instead by cutting off all of your own god’s limbs. Hey, loser! You wanted
interest on your capital, but you ended up losing your capital instead. By violat-
ing Vyasa, you ended up slandering Siva. Desiring servitude to Vyasa, I have
composed this story to solve the controversy of his arm.

Vadiraja, Pasandakhandanavydasastotra ( , Vv. 29-31)

Unlike other Vyasa stotras, Praising Vyasa combines perfunctory textual arguments
with declarations about Vyasa’s painted image not to construct a new image of Vyasa in the
minds of readers, but to restore an image under threat. The textual and visual arguments
about Vyasa’s body amount to two intersecting axes for managing the volatility of Vyasa’s
representation. The close connection between image and text suggests that the problem of
cutting Vyasa’s arm was not simply an act of iconoclasm, but also a form of textoclasm
in which the Mahabharata and its interpretive methods were wounded alongside Vyasa’s
body.

4 Piety and Paralysis at Siva’s Doorstep

I want to begin a provisional genealogy of Vyasantol by looking at an episode in the Skanda
Purana, in which Vyasa, who is depicted as a zealous devotee of Visnu, was paralyzed and
convinced of Siva’s supremacy. That Vyasa was the target of a type of forced conversion is
unsurprising. Peter Bisschop has recently argued that the Skanda Purana emerged in part
as a Saiva rejoinder to the Vaisnavization of the Mahabhdarata, and so any reappropriation
of the epic would inevitably involve Vyasa.” In an episode in the Kasikhanda, Vyasa is
depicted as a haughty Vaisnava who wandered around haranguing sages about the glories
of Hari. Once in the Naimisa Forest, Vyasa found himself standing before thousands of
ash-smeared Saivas. He lifted a finger and indulged in a sanctimonious sermon:

parinirmathya vagjalam suniscityasakrd bahu
idam eékam parijiiatam sévyah sarvesvaro harih
vede ramayané caiva puranésu ca bharaté

In Bisschop’s words, the Skanda Purana is where Vyasa became “a dedicated Pasupata adept” (
: 49).
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adimadhyavasanésu harir eéko ’tra naparah

satyam satyam trisatyam punah satyam na mrsa punah
na védad aparam Sastram na dévo ’cyutatah parah
laksmisah sarvado 'nanyo laksmiso 'py apavargadah
eka éva hi laksmiSas tato 'dhyeyo na caparah
bhukter mukter ihanyatra nanyo data janardanat
tasmac caturbhujo nityam sévaniyah sukhépsubhih
vihaya kesavad anyam ye sévanteé ’lpameédhasah
samsaracakré gahane té visanti punah punah

eka eva hi sarveso hrsikesah parat parah

tam sevamanah satatam sévyas trijagatam bhavet
eko dharmaprado visnus tv éko bahvarthado harih
ekah kamapradas cakri tv eko moksaprado ’cyutah
sarnginam ye parityajya dévam anyam upasaté

té sadbhis ca bahiskarya vedahina yatha dvijah

After churning a vast ocean of words, and after becoming perfectly sure of their
meaning time and again, I’ve come to know this one thing— Hari is the one
who should be worshiped. Hari is the lord of all. From beginning to end, the
Vedas, Ramayana, Puranas, and Mahdabharata convey only Hari and no one else.
This is the truth! This is the truth! Again, this is the truth! A triple oath. It’s not
wrong to say that there is no scripture greater than the Vedas, no god greater
than Hari. No one but the Lord of Laksmi is the giver of all, and no one but
Laksmi is the giver of heaven. Because the Lord of Laksmi is the one and only,
it follows that he should be worshiped and no one else. No one but Janardana
gives enjoyment in this world and liberation hereafter. Thus, those who want
happiness should always serve Visnu. Having abandoned him, the stupid people
who worship another god consign themselves again and again to the mysterious
cycle of samsara. Indeed, there is only one lord of all. Hrsikésa is the best of the
best. Whoever attends to him would themselves be the object of constant worship
of the three worlds. Only Visnu is the giver of dharma. Only Hari is the giver
of riches. Only the Discus-Bearer is the giver of pleasure. And only Acyuta is
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the giver of liberation. Those who forsake the Archer and worship another god
should be abandoned by the virtuous, like a Dvija who has lost the Vedas.

Skandapuraniyakasikhanda ( , Vv. 95.11-19, fol. 351v)

The Saiva sages of the Naimisa Forest revered Vyasa for arranging the Vedas and au-
thoring the Mahdabharata, but his homily made them agitated. The sages spoke up: “The
people here don’t trust what you have just argued with your finger raised confidently. But
we would trust you if you proclaim it in front of Siva in Benares.”’’ Annoyed, Vyasa set off
for Siva’s city with his entourage. Their time in Benares began wondrously: Vyasa bathed at
the city’s ghats and performed rites for Visnu. Conch-calls announced his presence. Devo-
tees adorned him with fresh garlands of Tulasi. And he sang the lord’s many names in the
streets. It was in the buoyant din of devotion that Vyasa and his followers danced their way to
Siva’s doorstep at the Visvesa Temple. They sang some more, and when the music stopped,
Vyasa stood there among his students. “He lifted his right arm,” the passage reads, “and he
loudly recited the Naimisa sermon again, this time as if it were song — ‘After churning a
vast ocean of words, and after becoming perfectly sure of their meaning time and again, I've
come to know this one thing— Hari is the one who should be worshiped, Hari is the lord
of all.’”

Vyasa the pious provocateur became a chapter frontispiece for a Marathi translation of
the Kasikhanda published in 1881. The lithograph shows Vyasa standing in front of Siva and
Parvat, right arm lifted as he pronounces Visnu the lord of all. In the Marathi edition, Gaya-
sura is the one who points his finger and curses Vyasa. The more popular telling has Siva’s
attendee Nandin doing the cursing. In both, Vyasa’s arm became stiff and his voice faltered
mid-sermon. For all the dancing and singing, Vyasa could never quite summon Visnu. But
in the silent paralysis of Nandin’s curse, Visnu finally appeared. Rather than praise Vyasa

37. Skandapuraniyakasikhanda ( , V. 95.23-25, foll. 351v-352r):
bhavata yat pratijiiatam niscityotksipya tarjanim
asmin manavakas tatra parisraddadhateé na hi
pratijiatasya vacasas tava Sraddha bhavet tada

yadanandavane Sambhoh pratijandsi vai vacah

38. Skandapuraniyakasikhanda ( v. 95.44, fol. 352r):
punar irdhvam bhujam krtva daksinam Sisyamadhyagah
punah papatha tan éva slokan gayann ivoccakaih
parinirmathya vagjalam suniscityasakrd bahu
idam ékam parijiatam sévyah sarvésvaro harih
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Figure 2: Lithograph of Vyasa lifting his right arm while proclaiming to Siva that Visnu is the supreme lord.
Frontispiece of the 74th chapter of a Marathi translation of the Kasikhanda (1881).

for his devotion, however, Visnu admonished him. “O Vyasa! You’ve committed a serious
sin. Even I’'m terrified by your offense.””” Visnu explains:

eka éva hi visveso dvitiyo nasti kascana

tatprasadad aham cakrt laksmiSas tatprabhavatah
trailokyaraksasamarthyam dattam ténaiva sambhuna
tadbhaktya paramaisvaryam maya labdham varat tatah
idanim stuhi Sambhum yadi mé Subham icchasi

39. Skandapuraniyakasikhanda (1908), vss. 95.48b—49a, fol. 352v:

aparadham mahac catra bhavata vyasa niscitam
tavaitad aparadhéna bhitir mé ’pi mahattara
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Siva is the one true lord of the universe. There’s no second. His grace makes
me the discus bearer, his power makes me Laksmi’s husband. It’s Sambhu who
gives me the ability to protect the three worlds. It’s only by devotion to Siva that
he granted me divine status as a boon. If you desire my welfare, praise Sambhu.

Skandapuraniyakasikhanda ( , VV. 95.49b-51, fol. 352v)

Still speechless, Vyasa gestured for Visnu to restore his speech. Visnu obliged, and
Vyasa (arm still paralyzed) praised Siva as the ultimate lord with eight verses (a Vyasdastaka
of a different kind).

Paralysis was only the beginning of Vyasa’s difficulties in Kasi. Hunger, desperation,
and, in some tellings, exile would await him after Nandin lifted the curse.”” Yet of all Vyasa’s
travails, his paralyzed arm proved an especially potent subject of poetic focus. The Telugu
poet Srinatha elaborated on this episode in his Kasikhandamu, and it appears to have mi-
grated out of the Puranas altogether and circulated as a standalone work.” For instance, a
short manuscript at the Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute in Jodhpur titled Praising the
Paralysis of Vyasa’s Arm (Vyasabhujastambhanastotra) recounts Vyasa’s paralysis in Kast
in the form of praise poem.

In both the Skanda Purana and Praising Vydsa, Vyasa lifts his arm and proclaims his
triple oath about Visnu’s supremacy — “This is the truth! This is the truth! Again, this is the
truth!” In the Skanda Purana, Vyasa’s declaration is his own, whereas in Praising Vyasa it is
Bhisma’s. Vadiraja does not mention what happens to Vyasa’s voice, but the Skanda Purana
positions aphonia alongside monoplegia as connected afflictions. Vyasa’s arm is simply an
extension of a pious speech act, and its uplifted position a gesture of steadfast devotion. It
is the arm’s connection to Vyasa’s Visnu worship that transformed it into a location for, and
an eventual symbol of, the rejection of the belief of Visnu’s supremacy over Siva.

The arm as a site of divine intervention is a well-worn trope. Vyasa’s paralysis in Kast
mirrors an episode in the Dronaparvan of the Mahabharata, where the infant Siva paralyzed
Indra’s uplifted arm just as Indra was about to kill him with a lightning bolt.”* The Sivadhar-

Skanda goes on to narrate the famous episode of Vyasa’s hunger in Kasi. The fourteenth-century Virasaiva
and Telugu poet Srikantha used this episode in his Bhimesvarakhandamu to foreground Vyasa’s exile from
KasT and his arrival at Daksarama. See ( : 76-81).

Srinatha, Kasikhandamu 7.103-110 in ( : 281, n. 29).
Vyasabhujastambhastotra (1984), p. 266.

Mahabharata, Dronaparvan, v. 7.173.60.
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Figure 3: Leaf from the Vydsabhujastambhanastotra. Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, ms. no. 2392. The
inscription in green ink reads Sriskandapurané kasikhandeé vyasabhujastambhana(m) nama stotram.

mottara (ca. seventh century cg), for instance, describes a variety of divine afflictions: the
Sun has leprosy, Varuna has dropsy, Pisan is missing teeth, Soma has consumption, Daksa
Prajapati has a fever, and Indra has a paralyzed arm (bhujastambha). The Sivadharméttara
and the later Tamil Civataruméttaram (ca. sixteenth century cg) do not specify Siva’s role
in Indra’s paralysis, but the Tanikaipuranam (ca. eighteenth century cE) clarifies that it was
indeed Siva who brought on these afflictions."

The paralysis of Indra’s arm in the Mahabharata and Sivadharméttara may have pro-
vided a template for the story of Vyasa’s paralysis in Kasi. Amputation is medically distinct
from paralysis, but their narrative forms are distinguished only by degrees of permanence.

See Sivadharmattara (2019), vv. 8.224-25. Thanks are due to Jesse Pruitt for bringing these verses to my
attention.
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The severing of Vyasa’s arm is different from the paralysis of Vyasa’s arm because it is a
permanent intervention in a pious gesture instead of a temporary one. Amputation is per-
haps best understood as an inevitable amplification of the kind of bodily interventions Siva
had long been depicted as exercising over other gods. The drift from paralysis to amputation
is difficult to track, but it is evident in faint traces in ViraSaiva writings from the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, where Puranic accounts of Vyasa’s paralysis became a reference
point for prescribed interventions against Siva’s naysayers and critics.

The ninth chapter of the Siddhantasikhamani of Sivayogin (ca. mid-thirteenth century
cE), for instance, enumerates a pious Saiva’s ideal conduct and their salvific rewards.
Many dictates concern matters of conduct, almsgiving, and ritual purity. But a handful of
others promote a punitive strategy against Siva’s enemy’s — “one should be ready to martyr
themselves to protect a liriga and its devotees from destruction,” reads one verse.’ Another
reads:

If you see someone criticizing Siva, then you should hurt them (ghdtayét), or
(in the least) you should curse them (sapét). If you can’t do either, then you
should turn from that place and go away.

For Maritontadarya, a commentator who lived between the fifteenth and eighteenth
centuries, “to hurt” Siva’s enemies was an insufficiently harsh reading of the verb gha-
tayer.”* Siva’s enemies should be cursed or killed, and to support this, Maritontadarya
classifies the verse under the heading “The Conduct of Virabhadra and Nandin” (vira-
bhadracaranandikesvaracara).”” The reference is clear: In the eighty-ninth chapter of the
Skanda Purana, just a few chapters before Vyasa’s paralysis, Daksa hosted an enormous
sacrifice but did not invite Siva. Worried that Daksa’s irreverence will spread to others,

Here I take M. R. Sakhare’s dates. See ( : 370).

Sivayogin, Siddhantasikhamani ( , V. 9.34-35).

Sivayogin, Siddhantasikhamani ( , V. 9.36). The causative imperative verb ghatayet, from the
root han in the sense of violence (himsa) or going (gati), is perhaps intentionally underdefined.

Tontada in old Kannada means “garden.” Tiziana ( ) has argued that as a name or title, Tontada
only came into circulation after the Vijayanagara ruler Viriipaksa, whose guru was given the title Tontada
Siddhalingesvara. Ripepi disagrees with Jan Gonda, who dates Maritontadarya to the fifteenth century. She
suggests instead that he lived in the eighteenth century.

In some recensions the heading reads, “The Conduct of Virabhadra and Basavé$vara” (virabhadracarabasave-
Svardacara), which pairs with the mandate to turn away and leave if one is not able to curse or beat, which is an
homage to a story of Basava leaving Kalyana after the city was overrun and looted by marauding anti-Saivas.
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Siva commanded Virabhadra to destroy the sacrificial grounds. The result was a bloodbath.
Virabhadra and his gang destroyed the sacrificial pavilion. They dug up the altars, drank
the oblations, crushed the utensils, and devoured the sacrificial animals. Drunk on power,
they massacred those who attempted to flee — they castrated Vayu and cut off Sarasvati’s
nose. Aditi lost his lips, Aryaman his arms, Agni his tongue. Visnu — the source of Daksa’s
strength and the recipient of the sacrifice — was nearly killed, but a voice from the heavens
intervened just as Virabhadra was about to sink a trident into his chest. Virabhadra redi-
rected his rage to Daksa, whom he swiftly bludgeoned to death with bare knuckles. Daksa’s
demise was hardly the end of the butchery. Those who had not yet fled were methodically
dismembered and hung from the sacrificial post.

Maritontadarya seems to have had Virabhadra’s murderous rage in mind when glossing
the verb ghatayet as “the conduct of Virabhadra,” that is, “mutilating and murdering Siva’s
enemies.” Perhaps Maritontadarya found the end of the chapter, where Siva, dismayed by
Virabhadra’s savagery, brought his victims back to life, an unsatisfactory coda to apostasy,
for he never recommends taking pity on those who speak ill against Siva or his followers.
Or perhaps Siva’s mercy for those who were righteously slain was precisely what made
violence palatable, even if only notionally. Regardless, Maritontadarya linked the second
verbal action — “should curse” (sapét) — to the story of Nandin and Vyasa’s arm just a few
chapters later, thus presenting butchery and bodily maiming as a logical concatenation of
cursing.

Like most scriptural dictates, Maritontadarya’s prescriptions mapped unevenly onto
life on the ground. Critics of ViraSaivism like Vadiraja Tirtha— who was historically and
regionally proximate to Maritontadarya— were, so far as we know, never cursed, beaten,
or tortured for their dissenting views, despite having brushed shoulders with south India’s
most powerful Virasaiva warlords. In fact, the opposite was true. The ViraSaiva kings at
Keladi and Ikkeri, erstwhile vassals of Vijayanagara who controlled what is now west-
ern Karnataka, Goa, and the Kanara coasts, lavished Vadiraja and other putative critics
of ViraSaivism, including Jains and Muslims, with royal largesse.” Perhaps, then, cutting
Vyasa’s arm was realpolitik, a calculated displacement of a perilous, even impossible, com-
mand onto a symbolically potent figure. Why waste energy on an ordinary slanderer when

For Sivayogin, cursing and beating are complimentary responses to critics, but there’s no reason to suspect
that he had the Skanda Purana in mind when writing the verse.

See ( ) on Vadiraja’s Pasandakhandana — an anti-Jain essay — for more on these patronage
connections.
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Vyasa, “the paragon of Vedic Brahmanical rsi-hood,” to borrow Christopher Minkowski’s
words, is available instead?

5 Conclusion: Contesting Vyasantol in Colonial Courts

Vadiraja, Sivayogin, and Maritontadarya (to say nothing of Puranas and epics) leave a cru-
cial question unanswered: how was Vyasantol practiced in the late sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries? Vadiraja argues against the practice on textual grounds. Its proponents
have confused or exploited the labyrinthine dialogues and frame stories of the Mahabha-
rata and pilloried Vyasa for a declaration that was not his. By the early nineteenth century,
however, when the Virasaivas of Kolhapur were preparing Vyasa’s arm for display in the
city’s streets, Vyasantol had spilled well beyond the written page. What follows is hardly an
exhaustive account of this transition, but I want to conclude by way of a provisional sketch
of Vyasantol’s juridical life in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Vadiraja does not treat Vyasantol as a processional practice, but epigraphic evidence
suggests that Viraaivas may have incorporated Vyasa’s arm into a fixed pillar or mobile
pole adorned with a flag of Nandin and other decorations (aptly called the Nandikamba)
sometime before the nineteenth century. In the early 1870s, Colonel John Mackenzie made
a sketch of a stone tablet in Mysore that depicts a man and woman at the base of a fixed
pillar mounted with a large arm. The woman touches the pillar while the man next to her
brandishes a scythe or sword. Mackenzie labeled the image Vyasana tolu-kattu — “cutting
off Vyasa’s arm.”

The pillar on the tablet appears to be fixed, perhaps even made of stone, but it nev-
ertheless resembles the kind of objects that were vigorously litigated in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Processional Nandikambas were made of bamboo and festooned with
streamers, bells, brass globes, and, before it was outlawed, an effigy of Vyasa’s arm and
Nandin’s horn (nandikodu). Even today, Virasaivas parade an armless Nandikamba through
the streets of villages and towns in northern Karnataka and southern Maharashtra.

A comprehensive study of Vyasantol’s path through District and High Courts warrants
a separate study and is beyond the scope of this article. What I present here is selective and
sketchy, consisting mostly of cases presented before the Bombay High Court in the early
and mid-twentieth century. A richer story will surely emerge from a close study of court

(1989: 420).
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Figure 4: Col. J. S. F. Mackenzie’s sketch of a stone tablet depicting the Nandikamba, Vyasantdl, and a pious
Virasaiva couple. After much searching, I was never able to locate the tablet or an estampage. See Mackenzie
(1873: 49).
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archives, judge’s notes, case records, private collections, and local newspapers. But even
a cursory examination of the available legal material shows how the story of Vyasantol in
colonial India is really a story about the definition of religion and its place in public life.

It is unclear precisely when, and through what legal pathways, Vyasantol became a
subject of litigation, but records attest to district-level courts in the Deccan hearing civil
cases in 1881 and probably earlier.”” Gazetteers and other records suggest that Vyasantol was
unevenly practiced throughout the Deccan and that no discernible consensus had emerged
about its legal standing before the first decades of the twentieth century, after which a series
of high-profile cases wound their way to the Bombay High Court and tested settled decisions
about religious processions and more technical matters of procedure.

In July of 1910, Lingayats in Athani, a small town in the Bijapur District of the erstwhile
Bombay Presidency, petitioned the Collector of Belgaum to approve a Vyasantol procession
planned for September 20. Like the Kolhapur procession a year later, they hoped to com-
memorate the arrival of a prominent monastic leader. Similar events on the Kanara coast had
been approved despite resistance from local Brahmans. The ViraSaivas of Athani informed
Collector B. A. Brenson of these earlier processions. After a month or so of deliberation,
Brenson approved the Lingayats’ request, albeit with clear instructions for where and how
the procession should take place. Brenson wrote:

I therefore allow the Lingayats of Athani to hold a Viyasantol procession after the
termination of the Ganesh festival. The procession will be allowed to take place
in Athani town on the 20th September 1910, between the hours of 8 and 10 AM.
It will enter the town at the Siddheshwar Gate, pass through the Aditwar Peth, the
road connecting the latter with the Buddhwar Peth, and then down the Buddhwar
Peth to the Gachin Math, where it will terminate at 10 AM. In this quarter of the
town the residents are nearly all Lingayats. The Police Sub-Inspector will conduct
the procession with a sufficient force to prevent any possible disturbance.

(1910).

Pandurang Shidrao Gumaste Patil and other “Brahmans and non-Lingayats” appealed
Brenson’s decision to M. C. Gibbs, Commissioner of the Southern Division. In a fragile
victory for the Lingayats, Gibb’s declared on the 15th of September — four days before they
were due to take to the streets — that Brenson’s decision was sound and that Vyasantol could

See ( : 58 n. 57), where Oppert mentions a decision at the Cittur Jilla court in 1881.
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take place. In a bid to halt the procession, Patil and the others filed an ex-parte application to
the Bombay High Court. The Times of India reported that the justices, aware of scheduled
police presence and the potential for unrest, were “reluctant to grant an order at the eleventh
hour on an ex-parte application.” Yet the court succumbed to the situation and halted the
procession until the “matter could be decided on merits.””" The Lingayats of Athani would
never march.

While reporting on the case, the Times of India explained Vyasantol to its educated,
Anglophone readership:

The word “Vyasantol” literally meant the “arm of Vyas.” It was carried in proces-
sion on the top of a long pole in pursuance of a legend that Vyas, the composer of
the Mahabharat epic and the other Hindu Puranic Shastras, was a great devotee
of Vishnu in preference to Shiva. The arm which he had raised in devotion to
Vishnu was therefore lopped off by a devotee of Shiva. In commemoration of
this episode the arm was carried in public procession by the Lingayats who pro-
posed themselves to be the ardent devotees of Shiva. The Brahman applicants on
the other hand averred that this processional conveyance of the lopped limb of a
sage man and sacred person like the muni Vyas, whom they held in considerable
veneration was insulting, offensive, and revolting to their religious sentiments.

( )

Despite being “revolting” to the “religious sentiments” of some, Vyasantol was never
litigated on the basis of blasphemy law. The case before the Court concerned the right of
religious procession and the authority of a District Magistrate to approve and oversee it. On
October 14, the Bombay High Court ruled against Patil and the Brahman applicants, citing
earlier cases that protected religious procession in public streets, including a judgment the
court had issued just months earlier about a Lingayat parade in Deshnur (a controversy
involving an automobile).

Newspapers played an important role both in bringing Vyasantol to a wider readership
and in amplifying misinformation.”” A year after the Athani court case, the Times of In-

( )-
The cases are ( ), which was followed in
(1910).
See for instance a piece titled “Behind the Indian Veil: Faiths and Feuds” ( ).
The anonymous author named ““an Indian” suggests that it was Virabhadra who cut off Vyasa’s arm.
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dia reported from so-called “vernacular sources” about a marauding band of Lingayats in
Bagalkot, a small town in the Bijapur District. In addition to parading Vyasa’s arm through
the town’s streets, the Times reported, the Lingayats “defiled” the town’s Vitthala temple,
carried their guru’s palanquin “cross-wise” through the streets (an honor evidently restricted
to Brahmans), and “committed on the Brahman residents numerous and unprovoked as-
saults.” The story was not true. The Times ran a brief press report on November 9 titled
“Disturbance at Bagalkot” clarifying that Vyasa’s arm had in fact not been paraded, that
Lingayats had every right to parade their guru “cross-wise,” and that “the few individuals
who did receive injuries seem to have provoked them (the Lingayats) by wantonly meddling
with a lawful procession.”

After the Bombay High Court dismissed the Athani Brahman’s ex parte application in
October 1910 and sent Vyasantol back to lower civil courts, an atmosphere of legal ambigu-
ity seems to have provided an opening for ViraSaivas elsewhere in the Deccan to hold their
own Vyasantol processions. Rajarshi Shahu — the Maharaj of Kolhapur who approved the
parade in May 1911 and promised his marching band to boot — cited the Athani case as a
reason for allowing the procession to proceed. But this favorable ambiguity would be short
lived. On May 6, 191, just a week before the procession was due to take place in Kolhapur,
Government Resolution no. 2658 was passed, which not only banned Vyasantol in Athani,
but in the District of Belgaum “for all time.””" The Lingayats of Athani swiftly sued.

A lengthy appeals process in lower courts meant that the Bombay High Court would not
decide another case on Vyasanto! until 1916.

would prove a more complex and consequential case
than the ex parte application of 1910. Having done considerable research, the judges (one
of whom presided over the 1910 case) wrote that Vydasantol had been the subject of acrimo-
nious litigation and civil conflict for more than a century and that a dispute about the right to
parade Vyasa’s arm had “always existed.””” They specified that it was “Vaishnavite Brah-
mans” who were “most directly aggrieved,” but that Saiva Brahmans and “non-Lingayat
Hindus” sympathize with an “agitation against the procession.”

Despite Vyasantol being an “obnoxious” and “unbecoming ceremony,” according to
the defendants’ council, Vyasanto! appeared to be on firm legal footing for two reasons:
First, the way in which the Government Resolution had been upheld in lower courts was
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illegal (the details of which need not be dealt with here).” Second, religious procession
was a right that had been secured some years earlier by the Bombay High Court itself. The
judges ruled in favor of the Lingayats once again.

Two cases decided by the Bombay High Court secured the right to religious proces-
sion. The first, ( ), concerned a century-long dispute
between Vadakalai and Tenkalai Vaisnavas over the use of streets around the Devanatha
Swamy Temple in Thiruvanthipuram and its adjoining shrine dedicated to Vedanta DeSika,
an important Vadakalai guru. After a century of legal wrangling, the Court ruled in 1907
that the public have a right to use city streets, even those adjoining prominent temples.
The second case, which involved the use of automobiles in Lingayat processions, pushed
the Court to clarify its position further: “every member of the public and every sect has a
right to use the public streets in a lawful manner and it lies on those who would restrain him
or it to show some law or custom having the force of law abrogating the privilege.”

Despite these safeguards, the courts never distinguished a “religious” procession from
a non-religious one, nor had it specified whether laws protecting religious processions ex-
tended to others. This ambiguity laid the groundwork for a strategy that would be Vyasan-
tol’s undoing — prove that Vyasa’s arm is not a “religious” feature of the Nandikamba pro-
cession and that non-religious processions are not protected under the law. A series of cases
in the 1930s and 1940s did precisely this.

In the early 1930s, the Sub-Divisional Magistrate of Bijapur prohibited Lingayats in the
small village of Mangoli from conducting a Vyasantol procession. In the process of hearing

It had been upheld on the basis of the District Police Act (Bom. Act IV of 1890), which, the defendants argued,
allowed the Government not to “prohibit” Vyasantol per se, but to deny future applications for its procession
in perpetuity across the whole district.

In 1807, Tenkalais in Thiruvanthipuram sued Vadakalais for having been prevented from installing an image
of a Tenkalai guru in the Devanatha Swamy Temple. The Tenkalais lost the suit but installed the image in a
nearby house and began parading it in the streets around the temple. The Vadakalais sued in response, alleging
that the streets around the temple were originally the property of Vadakalais who permitted the construction
of houses on the condition that no “alien deity” be worshiped in them or processed on nearby streets. The
court consulted a handful of sympathetic pandits who, the 1907 judges remark, based their decision “not so
much on legal grounds as on precepts relating to ritual and ceremonial observances to be found in the ancient
treatises on such subjects.” The Vadakalais won their case but there were numerous suits and countersuits
until 1886, when the Magistrate of the Southern Arcot District refused to prohibit the public procession of
Tenkalai images. Vadakalais lost on appeal and then brought the case to the Bombay High Court. The Court
determined that there was no evidence attesting to the streets surrounding the temple belonging to Vadakalais.
To the contrary, the streets belonged to the public under Madras Act No. V of 1884. See

(1910).
(1910).
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the Lingayats’ lawsuit against the magistrate’s decision, a lower appellate court determined
that Vyasantol was not a “religious” rite on the grounds that it had not been ‘“enjoined or
even recommended by any shastra or work containing the tenets of the Lingayats or the
Veershaiva faith.””" In other words, Vyasantol lacked the kind of scriptural and scholastic
edifice that propped up many Brahmanical rituals. This extraordinarily narrow definition of
a “religious procession” was upheld by the Bombay High Court in 1945, after the Mangoli
case had bounced around in lower courts for more than a decade.

The 1945 case is significant not only because it determined that Vyasantol was not
properly religious and was thus not protected under the law; it also appears to have been the
first time a plaintiff argued for a general non-religious right to procession. Drawing on a
series of rulings concerning the Shi’i Matam procession, the lawyer arguing the Lingayats’
case in 1945 claimed that the law protects a general right to procession.”” The Bombay
High Court disagreed, but three years later, while hearing a lawsuit that sought to prevent a
procession during the Dasara festival from passing by a mosque in Sakur, Maharashtra, the
Bombay High Court reversed their position and determined that the law protects a general
right to procession. In their decision the judges wryly asked, “can it be said that conducting
a non-religious procession along a thoroughfare is a less lawful and reasonable use of a
highway than conducting a religious procession?”"" Too late. By 1948, the litigious zeal of
Lingayats in the Deccan appears to have dissipated, or at least the practice seems to have no
longer been litigated.

In deciding that texts make a rite or ritual “religious,” the courts tilted the tables toward
Brahman religiosity and away from oral and non-textual forms of devotion. This is not an
unfamiliar story: historians have long pointed to the outsized power of Brahman pandits
in colonial jurisprudence. But Vyasantol is not simply a story of Brahman triumph over lay
religiosity. The circuitous path the practice took through colonial courts highlights decisions
on the part of the judiciary to protect (at least for a time) certain practices that Brahman
communities vigorously opposed. Vyasantol’s public life many have ended when the judge’s
gavel dropped in Bombay in 1945, but the practice has much to tell us about religious conflict
in the subcontinent and their textual pre-histories.
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