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“A FIVE-TRUNKED, FOUR-TUSKED ELEPHANT
IS RUNNING IN THE SKY”

How Free is Imagination According to
Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta?

Isabelle Ratié, EPHE, Paris

Équipe de recherche «Monde indien»

Abstract 1

According to the Saiva non dualists Utpaladeva fl. c. 925-975) and Abhinavagupta fl. c. 975-
1025), imaginary objects, far from being a mere rearrangement of previously perceived elements,

are original creations resulting from consciousness’s free creativity. The present article examines

how the Pratyabhijña philosophers defend this thesis against Naiyayika and Mima.saka theories

of imagination, but also how they link it with their idealism, since Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta
contend that the phenomenal world is created by a universal consciousness through a process

similar to the individual subject’s activity of imagination. They thus state – as the Advaita
Vedantins or the Buddhist Vijñanavadins – that the world is an imaginary construction, but they
refuse to draw from this the conclusion that it is unreal: paradoxically, they consider that the world
is real insofar as it is imagined, and they see imagination as an experience capable of leading the

individual subject to liberation.

Is imagination the experience of consciousness’ freedom to create a world of its
own at will? Or are the so-called creations of imagination nothing but memories

of elements that the imagining subject has perceived in the past and that he

merely combines in a different fashion? And do we imagine because we are

determined to build certain mental images by a mechanism of residual traces left
by previous experiences – or because, in that “kingdom of the mind” manorajya)

that constitutes the domain of imagination, consciousness exercises its
sovereign power by manifesting whatever it pleases to invent? In other words:

1 I would like to thank Alexis Sanderson, with whose generous help I read many of the

passages of the IPV presented here; David Shulman, for sharing some of his forthcoming
works on imagination in classical India in general and in Indian aesthetics in particular; and

Marie-Claude Porcher, who read an earlier version of this paper, for her kind words of
encouragement.
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342 ISABELLE RATIÉ

how free is imagination? I would like to examine here the philosophical answer

given to this question by two Kashmirian Saiva non-dualists, Utpaladeva fl. c.
925–950 AD) and Abhinavagupta fl. c. 975–1025 AD), in those of their works
that belong to the Pratyabhijña corpus.2 In doing so, I wish to emphasize that for
these philosophers what is at stake here is much more than a correct epistemological

understanding of the way individuals can create imaginary entities: for
them as for their opponents the answer to the question “how free is imagination?”

is crucial in determining the nature of consciousness in general and the

relation between consciousness and the world of our perceptions.

1. Imagination According to Utpaladeva:
A Spontaneous Act of Creation

Utpaladeva’s position regarding the extent of imagination’s freedom is unambiguously

stated in his IPK:

sa naisargika evasti vikalpe svairacari.i / yathabhimatasa.sthanabhasanad buddhigocare

//3

The [conscious manifestation] is perfectly spontaneous naisargika eva) in [the case of] a

mental construction vikalpa) that wanders autonomously svairacarin), since [it] manifests

[this or that] configuration sa.sthana) at will yathabhimata) in the realm of the intellect
buddhi).

The verse is implicitly referring to a distinction between perception pratyak.a),
in which we are simply and immediately aware of something’s presence, and

mental construction vikalpa), in which the mind elaborates or builds its object
instead of merely being aware of its presence. But Utpaladeva is also

distinguishing here between two types of mental constructions: according to him,
some of them are not spontaneous insofar as they are entirely determined by
some other mental event, whereas others are free of such a determination. For
instance, when we remember, we are indeed elaborating an object that is not

present hic et nunc; but our capacity to remember is not free, for according to

2 That is, Utpaladeva’s IPK and their commentaries which include Utpaladeva’s V tti as well
as Abhinavagupta’s IPV and IPVV). The text of the IPV quoted here is that of the KSTS
edition, but several manuscripts and the Bhaskari edition) are also quoted within brackets

whenever an emendation is proposed (“p.n.p.” means “the passage is not preserved in...”).
3 IPK I, 6, 10.
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UTPALADEVA AND ABHINAVAGUPTA ON IMAGINATION 343

most Indian philosophical schools including the Pratyabhijña), this memory is

in fact triggered by a mechanism of residual traces sa.skara). Thus when
seeing a certain cup, I remember having drunk a cup of coffee this morning: the
sight of the cup triggers the remembrance of the past experience by provoking
the “awakening” prabodha) of a thus far latent trace left in my consciousness

by the past experience. 4 In this regard, remembering is not a free or autonomous

svatantra) activity: it is determined by a complex mechanism of residual traces.

As Abhinavagupta has already explained while commenting on the previous

verse,5 a number of cognitions are not autonomous insofar as they thus depend

on the residual trace of a previous perception that makes them possible and

shapes them. These cognitions include not only memory smara.a), but also a

kind of poetical fancy utprek.a) which we could be tempted to classify under
the Western category of “imagination” and through which we playfully see

something as what it is not in reality,6 or the determination adhyavasaya) which
arises immediately after a perception and conceptualizes it.7

4 On the role played by residual traces in memory according to Utpaladeva and Abhinava¬

gupta,

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

see RATIÉ 2006, pp. 49 ff.
5 See IPV, vol. I, p. 267: smara.a utprek.a.e pratyak.ap ..habhaviny adhyavasaye ca

yo’ntarniladyavabhaso bahyatayavabhasayitavyo nasau svatmiyo’pi tu
purvanubhavasa.skarajo’sau. “In memory smara.a), fancy utprek.a) and the determined cognition
adhyavasaya) which occurs following a perception, the manifestation of [the object] – the

blue for instance –, which is internal [and] must be manifested as external [insofar as it is

distinguished from the subject,] is not autonomous na[…]svatmiya.); rather, it is produced

by a residual trace sa.skara) [left] by a previous experience.”

6 Thus, as a figure of speech ala.kara), utprek.a is defined by Da..in in the following way

KA II, 221): anyathaiva sthita v ttis cetanasyetarasya va / anyathotprek.yate yatra tam
utprek.am vidur // “[Good poeticians] know that utprek.a occurs in a case where the way of
being v tti) of [something] – be it sentient or not –, which happens in a certain manner, is

fancied utprek.yate) as [happening] otherwise.” In later works of poetics it becomes more

difficult to distinguish it from comparison upama), but the notion of imagination or fancy
remains; see e.g. KP X, 92ab, which describes it as “fancying sambhavana) the described

object [as being] a similar [object]” sambhavanam athotprek.a prak tasya samena yat); cf.
Srividyacakravartin’s commentary, Ibid.: upamanatvenopameyasya sambhavanam utprek.a.

“utprek.a is fancying the compared as being the comparing.” Mamma.a gives an example

from the M cchaka.ika I, 34) of such playful identifications: limpativa tamo’ .gani
var.ativañjana. nabha.. “Darkness anoints bodies as it were; the sky showers a black

collyrium as it were.” M. C. Porcher has emphasized the importance of sambhavana as the

activity of imagination essential in this figure see PORCHER 1978, p. 99); cf. SHULMAN

forthcoming, p. 5: utprek.a “assumes a certain imaginary leap” and involves “an
imaginative reconfiguration of reality”. However, according to the Pratyabhijña philosophers,

there is a crucial difference between this kind of fancy and an imaginary construction
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However, some mental elaborations are spontaneous naisargika) or free
svatantra). Everybody has the banal and marvellous power of imagining things

that have never been perceived at all so that these things cannot be suspected of
being simply determined by some residual trace): we may imagine “a white,
two-trunked, one-hundred-tusked elephant”,8 or “a ten-tusked elephant”,9 or “a

white elephant whose head has three trunks and ten tusks”,10 or “a five-trunked,
four-tusked elephant running in the sky”, 11 or indeed, any other impossible
creature of this sort – and in doing so, we all experience freedom svatantrya):

________________________________

manorajyasa.kalpa): the former is still very much dependent on perception insofar as it
focuses on a perceived object with which it plays, whereas the latter creates its own object.

From this point of view, it is quite meaningful that some poeticians such as Ruyyaka
consider utprek.a as a kind of “determination” adhyavasaya; see SHULMAN forthcoming, p.

9): Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta also consider that utprek.a and adhyavasaya have a

particular affinity insofar as they determine a pre-existing object instead of creating it see

the following fn. for the notion of adhyavasaya).

7 According to the Buddhist epistemologists whose terminology is borrowed here by the

Pratyabhijña philosophers), perception pratyak.a), which apprehends the ineffable presence

of a strictly singular and momentary entity, is usually immediately followed by a mental

construction vikalpa) that determines it for instance as “this is blue” through a process of
exclusion vyav tti), and perception becomes useful in practical life and constitutes a valid
means of knowledge, prama.a) only insofar as it triggers this determination. See e.g. NB.,
pp. 83–85: anilabodhavyav ttya ca nilabodharupatva. vyavasthapyam. vyavasthapakas ca

vikalpapratyaya. pratyak.abalotpanno dra..avya.. na tu nirvikalpatvat pratyak.am eva

nilabodharupatvenatmanam avasthapayitu. saknoti. niscayapratyayenavyavasthapita. sad

api nilabodharupa. vijñanam asatkalpam eva. tasman niscayena nilabodharupa.
vyavasthapita. vijñana. nilabodhatmana sad bhavati. tasmad adhyavasaya. kurvad eva

pratyak.a. prama.a. bhavati. “And through the exclusion vyav tti) of whatever is not the

cognition of blue anilabodha) it might be established that [a perception] consists in the

cognition of blue nilabodha). And what establishes [it] is the cognition [consisting in] a

mental construction vikalpa) that can be seen to arise because of perception pratyak.a).
But perception alone, [without any mental construction,] cannot establish itself as consisting

in the cognition of blue, [precisely] because it is devoid of mental construction nirvikalpa):
a cognition that has not been established by a cognition [consisting in] a judgement
niscaya) as consisting in the cognition of blue, although existing, is as good as non-existent

asatkalpam eva). Therefore a cognition that has been established to be the cognition of blue

by a judgement exists as this cognition of blue; [and] as a consequence, perception is a

means of knowledge prama.a) only insofar as it produces a determination adhyavasaya).”

8 IPV, vol. I, p. 270, quoted below.

9 IPVV, vol. III, p. 381, quoted below.
10 IPVV, vol. II, p. 331, quoted below.
11 IPV, vol. II, pp. 264–265, quoted below.
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ya. pratyak.avyaparam anupajivan vyak.epasarataya manorajyasa.kalpadivikalpa. sa

svaira. k tva svaprera.ena paraprera.anairapek.ye.a svatantrye.a caraty udeti vyayate

ca, tatra yo bahiravabhaso nilader antarabhasamayasya sa naisargika eva. tatha hy
aparid ..apurvam api sveta. dasanasatakalitakarayugalayukta. dantinam anta. pramat

bhumau sthita. bahir anta.kara.abhumau svacchadhidarpa.atmikaya. sa vikalpas

tatkalikam evabhasayati.12

The mental construction vikalpa) that is, for instance, imaginary construction
manorajyasa.kalpa), being independent from the activity of perception since it has as its essence

a mental distraction vyak.epa), [“wanders autonomously” svairacarin) according to
Utpaladeva’s verse. The compound svairacarin means that] it “wanders” (-carin carati),

[i.e.,] it arises and roams about “with respect to itself [only]” svaira- svaira. k tva), [that

is to say,] while being prompted by itself, without depending on anything else that would
prompt it – out of freedom svatantrya). The external manifestation [of objects,] such as

blue, which consist in internal manifestations, is perfectly spontaneous naisargika) in the

[case of imagination]; for this mental construction manifests externally, [ i.e.,] in the internal
organ which is the immaculate mirror of intellect buddhi), an [object] that resides inside the
subject13 [and] that, [contrary to a remembered object,] belongs to the time of the [cognition

itself] tatkalika) – [for instance,] a white, two-trunked, one-hundred-tusked elephant –

although

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

it has never been perceived before.

2. Imagination as a Path towards Self-recognition

Why do the Pratyabhijña philosophers thus emphasize the freedom of imagination?

The reason for this insistence is to be found in the core of their
metaphysics. Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta defend a kind of idealism according to
which whatever we perceive, far from existing independently of consciousness,

is in fact the mere product of the creativity of a single, all-encompassing
consciousness; and they consider that each of us is this infinite consciousness

constantly engaged in playfully creating the world by manifesting itself in the
form of an external world just as when we imagine, our imagining consciousness

playfully manifests itself in the form of this or that imaginary object).
Under these conditions, freeing oneself from the suffering of sa.sara can be

12 IPV, vol. I, pp. 270–271.

13 Abhinavagupta often insists on the paradoxical location of the imaginary object. It is both

internal insofar as it does not exist at all outside of the consciousness that produces it) and

external insofar as consciousness manifests it outside of itself, on the internal organ that is
the intellect, buddhi, presented as a clear mirror capable of reflecting any object): in order to

produce the representation of an object instead of remaining just a mere self-awareness,

consciousness somehow needs to distance itself from the object by projecting it out of itself.



346 ISABELLE RATIÉ

nothing but fully realizing one’s identity with this omnipotent consciousness:

according to them, liberation is nothing but the Recognition pratyabhijña) of
oneself as “the Lord” isvara) understood as this absolutely free consciousness.

Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta therefore consider that imagination – that is, the

capacity to create mentally at will – is a privileged experience, because in it, all
sentient beings, however weak or enslaved, experience the absolute freedom and

creativity which constitute the essence of the universal consciousness, since they
can conjure up at will entities that have no existence whatsoever outside of them.

Thus, immediately after the verse stating that imagination is free, Utpaladeva
adds this verse:

ata eva yathabhi..asamullekhavabhasanat / jñanakriye sphu.e eva siddhe sarvasya

jivata. //14

Precisely for this reason – [that is,] because of this manifestation of a representation

samullekha)15 of [an object] as [we] want it [to be] yathabhi..a), it is [now] established

that the knowledge and action of each living being is absolutely evident.

The most ordinary experience of imagination is a possible path towards the

absolute. However trivial – or rather, precisely because of its triviality –, it is
capable of bringing about the Recognition that constitutes the supreme goal of
the treatise,16 since in it, the individual subject knows in the most indubitable

14 IPK I, 6, 11.

15 Literally, something like an act of “picturing up” the term is derived from the root –LIKH,

“to draw”).
16 See Abhinavagupta’s introduction to this verse in the IPV, vol. I, p. 271: asmac cantara¬

bhasasa.bhavasamarthanaprasa.gagatad

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

abhasabhedavicarac chastre yat prayojana.
mukhyatayabhisa.hita. svatmanisvarapratyabhijñanarupa. tad adhikara.asiddhanta¬
nityanayasasiddham iti darsayati. “And [Utpaladeva now] shows that thanks to this examination

of the differences [between types of] manifestations that followed from the
demonstration of the possibility for phenomena [of being] internal, the goal prayojana) essentially

pursued in this treatise – namely, the Recognition of the Lord isvarapratyabhijñana) in

oneself svatman) – has [just] been established effortlessly, through the use of a conclusion

[that is the basis for the establishment of another] matter adhikara.asiddhanta).” Cf. IPVV,
vol. II, p. 335: antarabhasasa.bhavopapadanaprasa.gayatad abhasavaicitryavicarat tad
apy ayatnasiddha. jata. yatsiddhav anyaprakara.asiddhir ity adhikara.asiddhantalabhad
yad iha sastre svatmanisvararupatapratyabhijñopayapraka.ikara.a. nama mukhya.
prayojanam iti nirupayati sutre.a. “Through the examination of the variety of manifestations

undertaken as a result of [our] demonstration of the possibility of internal
manifestations, the [following] also is now effortlessly established thanks to the obtainment of a

conclusion [ that is the basis for the establishment of another] matter adhikara.asiddhanta),
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way that he possesses the powers of action and knowledge kriya- and

jñanasakti) ascribed to Siva himself by various sources including non-dualistic
Saiva scriptures and Pura.ic stories).17 Thus in his V tti, Utpaladeva goes as far
as presenting imagination as the very experience of Siva’s omniscience and

omnipotence,18 and in his IPV, Abhinavagupta explains:

yad ida. yathabhi..asya bahirasattvad ananubhutasyapi samyag ullekhanam avabhasana.
ca vikalpasya prasa.gad darsitam asmad eva hetor idam api siddhyati: ya. kascit ki.o va
brahma va jivanakriyavi..as tasyavabhasanarupa jñanasaktir ullekhanarupa ca kriyasaktir
naisargiki, tatas tasya. bhumau vyatiriktesvaropakalpitapurvasiddhas ..yupajivana¬

sa.bhavanapi nastiti svam evaisvarya. sphu.a. pratyabhijñeya. janati karoti ceti

jñanakriyasvatantryalak.a.am. ekavacanena sarvasya jivajatasya vastuta ekesvararupata.
sucayati.19

The mental construction involves a [“samullekha”, i.e.,] a complete sam- samyak) act of
representation (-ullekha ullekhana) and a manifestation avabhasana) of [an object] as

[we] want [it to be], although [this object] was never experienced [before], because it does

not exist outside [of the subject’s mind]. For this very reason – expounded as a consequence

[of our current examination] –, this too is established: the power of knowledge jñanasakti)

in the form of the manifestation [of the imagined object]) and the power of action
kriyasakti) in the form of its representation) are spontaneous naisargiki) for whoever –

whether a worm or Brahma – is a [“living being”, i.e.,] is pervaded by the action that is life.
Therefore, in that realm, one cannot even imagine (-sa.bhavanapi nasti) a dependence with
respect to the already existing creation that was [supposedly] constructed by a Lord
separated [from the individual subject]. Therefore it is one’s own sovereignty svam

evaisvaryam) that is “evident” – [i.e.,] that may be recognized pratyabhijñeya) as

consisting in the freedom svatantrya) to know and act – [a freedom expressed in the verbal

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

________________________________

in accordance with [the definition formulated in NS I, 1, 30: ‘the adhikara.asiddhanta is

that] the establishment of which leads to the establishment of another matter’: the main goal

of this treatise – namely, making evident the means upaya) of a Recognition of the identity
with the Lord isvararupatapratyabhijña) in oneself. This is what [Utpaladeva] explains in
[the next] verse.”

17 On Recognition as the synthesis of an abstract knowledge concerning isvara – contained in
the Pura.as, the Agamas, common knowledge prasiddhi), etc. – with one’s immediate

intuition of oneself, and on the fact that this recognition can only be brought about by
making evident that the individual subject possesses the powers sakti) traditionally ascribed

to isvara, see e.g. RATIÉ 2006, pp. 97–99, and RATIÉ 2007, pp. 360–363.

18 See V tti ad IPK I, 6, 11, p. 31: apurvarthanirma.ajñanasamarthyac ca vikalpa eva

sarvasya sarvajñatva. sarvakart tva. ca sphu.am. “And because of the power to create

and know objects that are new apurva) in the mental construction itself, the omniscience

sarvajñatva) and omnipotence sarvakart tva) of all is evident.”
19 IPV, vol. I, pp. 272–273.
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forms] “he knows and does”. By using the singular [in “the knowledge and action of each

living being”, Utpaladeva] suggests that in fact, all living beings without exception consist

in the unique Lord.

Abhinavagupta emphasizes once again the freedom svatantrya) of imagination
and its paradoxes. Imagination is so free that one cannot even imagine it to be
dependent on the world of perception; and since it is thus totally independent of
the perceived universe considered as the creation of the Lord isvara) by the
Saivas, what imagination reveals is one’s own sovereignty aisvarya) – literally,
the “fact of being the Lord isvara)”: because imagination is the freedom of
consciousness, the individual subject himself must be the absolutely free
consciousness that the Saiva scriptures designate as Siva. For the individual subject,

imagination is therefore a means of recovering one’s own identity – of obtaining
the self-realization or the “Recognition [that one] is the Lord” isvarapratyabhijña).

20

20 Cf. the parallel passage in IPVV, vol. II, pp. 335–336: bahir atyantasattvad ananubhutasya

samyag ullekhana. *nirma.apurvaka. ca [conj. nirma.apurvaka. KSTS] yad avabhasana.

prasa.gavasena darsitam, asmad eva heto. sarvasya brahmader api ki.aparyantasya

vedyarupadehadyatmamanitaya pra.adhara.avato jivato jñanam avabhasanatmakam, kriya
ca svollekhanirma.arupa svatantrye.eti saktiyugalakam api siddham iti. tad idani.
su..hutama. d .hibhuta. yad avocama: sarvasyatma mahesvaro jñanakriyayogad ititi
sutrartha.. “For the very reason – shown as a result [of our reasoning] – that is the [‘
samullekha’, i.e.,] the complete sam- samyak) act of representation (-ullekha ullekhana) of
an [imaginary object] that had not been experienced [before] – since it has absolutely no

existence outside [the subject’s imagination] – and the manifestation avabhasana) preceded

by this act of creation nirma.a), ‘knowledge’, which has this manifestation as its essence,

and ‘action’, which consists in this creation that is a representation in oneself, belong to

‘each living being’, from Brahma himself to a worm – [that is,] to anyone endowed with life
insofar as [he or she] identifies [him- or her-]self as a [particular] body for instance,

[whereas in fact this body] is an object; [and they thus belong to each living being] as being

free svatantrye.a); so both of these powers are [now] established. Therefore now, what we

had [already] stated is made all the more certain – namely that the Self atman) of all is the

Great Lord, because [all] possess [ the powers of] knowledge and action. This was the

[general] meaning of the verse.” Later, as he is commenting on Utpaladeva’s lost Viv ti on

this verse, Abhinavagupta insists again that imagination is a means of accomplishing
Recognition Ibid., p. 336): yatheti yena prastutaprasa.gaprakare.edam ayata. yat k.etrajño
na kevala. sm tyaiva buddhibhumau vedyatvena bahyatvenartham abhasayati, yavat

svatantravikalpanavyapare.apiti, tena prasa.gaprakare.a yadartho’ya. sastrarambhodyama.

so’pisvararupatapratyabhijñapanopayanirupa.akramo’vasito labdha.. katham?
ahaneneti svatantravikalpanatmakavyaparaprakare.oktenety artha.. “[In the passage of the

Viv ti beginning with] ‘just as...’, [Utpaladeva explains the following:] from the particular

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385
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3. An Objection:
Imagination Merely Combines Pre-existing Elements

However, from the point of view of many Indian philosophers, there is an

obvious objection to this claim that in imagination, the individual subject enjoys

freedom. Abhinavagupta does not mention it in his IPV, but it appears in his
more detailed IPVV:

nanu nasau naisargikas tatrapi hi tad gavasva. purvanubhavavi.ayik tam eva vikalpyate.21

[– An objector:] But this [imaginary construction] is not spontaneous naisargika), because

in this case [of imagination] as well, [and not only in the case of memory for instance,] cows

and horses, [when imagined,] are mentally constructed only insofar as they have been the

objects of some past experience!

Who is this objector? Nothing in the text allows us to conclude that he belongs
to this or that particular school. However it is worth noting that this argument is
a topos in the controversy between, on the one hand, the Brahmanical philosophers

who believe in the existence of an external world revealed by our
perceptions, and on the other hand, the Buddhist Vijñanavadins, according to whom
the objects of our perceptions have no more reality than the objects of our
dreams, so that, just as dream objects, perceived objects are not entities existing
outside of our cognitions but internal aspects taken on by consciousness.22 Thus,
according to the Naiyayikas and Mima.sakas, even dream objects necessarily
have an external substratum alambana, pradhana), because the objects that we
see in our dreams are in fact nothing but objects that we have perceived in the

________________________________

consequence drawn from the subject at hand, it follows that the individual subject k.etra¬

jña) manifests the object as external [to his subjectivity, i.e.,] as an object of knowledge, in
the realm of the intellect, not only through the sole memory sm ti), but also through an

activity of mental construction that is free svatantra); thanks to this particular consequence,

the goal that prompted [Utpaladeva] to undertake this treatise, [namely,] the progressive

explanation of the way to bring about the recognition that [one] is the Lord
isvararupatapratyabhijñapana) is also ‘completed’, [i.e.], obtained. How? [Utpaladeva answers]

‘by this […]’ – i.e., by this particular activity that [he] has been describing, consisting in a

free mental construction svatantravikalpana).”
21 IPVV, vol. II, p. 331.

22 On dream as a model for the Vijñanavadins’ explanation of perception, see e.g. Vasu¬

bandhu’s Vi.satika; on the Brahmanical critical interpretations of this “dream-argument”,
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past. Dreams are therefore considered as memories – but memories that, because

of a “defect” do.a) due to the state of the body during sleep, are not
apprehended as such; and because dreams present as actual some objects that were in
fact experienced in the past, they are considered as belonging to the category of
errors bhranti).23 One could object to such a theory that our dreams sometimes

show us entities or events that we have never experienced before, so that they
seem to betray some kind of free power of imagination. 24 The Mima.saka
Kumarila answers that these things only seem new to us for the reason that they
were experienced in some previous life that we have forgotten.25 But dream

23 See SV, Niralambanavada, 107cd-108ab: svapnadipratyaye bahya. sarvatha na hi ne.yate
// sarvatralambana. bahya. desakalanyathatmakam / “For in a cognition occurring in a

dream svapna) or [any other illusion, it is] not [true] that no external object is required at

all. In every [cognition], there is an external substratum alambana), [although] it appears

differently as regards place and time.” Cf. NR ad loc., p. 174: bahyam eva desantare kalantare

vanubhutam eva svapne smaryama.a. do.avasat sannihitadesakalavattayavagamyate,

ato’trapi na bahyabhava iti. “In a dream, it is an external [object] that has indeed been

experienced in another place or time that is remembered smaryama.a). Because of a defect

do.a), it is apprehended as having the actual place and time; as a consequence, even in this
case [of dreams,] it is not the case that the object is non-existent.” Cf. SV, Sunyavada,

159cd-161ab: *atitatvanuviddho [corr.: atitvanuviddho SV] hi sm tya grahyo’nubhuyate //
tadvad eva bhaved atra svapne na sgad viparyayat / tatra hy avartamano’pi g hyate
vartamanavat // badhajñanad ida. bhrantam […]. “For [the object] apprehended by memory
sm ti) is experienced as being pervaded by [the property of] being past; in this case it must

be exactly thus, [but] in a dream svapna), it is not the case, because of its falseness

viparyaya). For in a [dream, the object,] altough it is not present avartamana), is
apprehended as if it were present vartamanavat); [and] because of the cognition that contradicts

it [when one wakes up], it is erroneous bhranta).”
24 See e.g. NR, p. 174: nanv ananubhutam api kvacit svapne’vagamyate! “But sometimes, [an

object] is apprehended in a dream whereas it has never been experienced before!”
25 See SV, Niralambanavada, 108cd-109ab: janmany ekatra bhinne va tatha kalantare’pi va //

taddeso vanyadeso va svapnajñanasya gocara. / “The dream cognition has as its object

[something that was perceived] either in some other life or in the same [life but] at another

time, [and that can be] associated to the place of this [past perception] or to some other

place.” Cf. NR, p. 174: anantaradivasanubhutasya svapne varttamanavad avagamat sm tir
eva tavat svapnajñanam iti nisciyate, anyatrapi sm titvam evayuktam, tatas casmiñ janmany

ananubhutasyapi svapne d syamanasya janmantaradav anubhava. kalpyata iti. “Because

[we] apprehend in a dream what [we] have [already] experienced the day before as if it were

happening now, it is established that the dream cognition is nothing but a memory sm ti). In
other cases, [ the dream] cannot be just a memory, and as a consequence, [we] assume that

there has [already] been an experience of [the object] perceived in the dream, although it
was not exerienced in this life – in some other life for instance.”

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385



UTPALADEVA AND ABHINAVAGUPTA ON IMAGINATION 351

objects do not appear spontaneously: they are “produced by the sole residual
traces” sa.skaramatraja) left by previous experiences; 26 and because the
dreamer does not produce his objects ex nihilo, he only fashions or shapes them,

but he does not create them in the full sense of the term.27

For the same reasons, the Nyaya and Mima.sa also contend that just as in
the case of dreams, the so-called creations of imagination are not genuine
creations: imaginary constructions, too, are nothing but the product of a mechanism

of residual traces, and they are made of elements that were first perceived. Thus
the NS and their commentaries state that “just as memory sm ti) or [imaginary]
construction sa.kalpa)”, dreams actually concern objects already perceived at

26 See SV, Sunyavada, 206 eva. ca naiva vaktavyam atyantabhavana. kvacit / anyathanupa¬

pattya hi siddha janmantare’stita // “And thus, one cannot state the absolute non-existence

atyantabhavana) [of the object] in any [circumstance] whatsoever; for the existence astita)

[of the object] is established, [even though only] in another life, because of the impossibility

[for the cognition] of taking place if it were not the case”), and NR ad loc., p. 233:
svapnajñana. tavat pratyutpannakara.abhavad anantaradivasanubhutasya ca svapne
varttamanavad abhasat sa.skaramatraja. smara.am eva, tatas ca yad apy asmiñ janmany

ananubhuta. svapne’nubhuyate tasyapy anyathanupapattya janmantare’nubhavakalpanat
siddham astitvam iti. “As for the dream cognition, it is nothing but a memory smara.am
eva) produced by the sole residual trace sa.skaramatraja), because there is no present

cause [of this cognition], and because in a dream, there is a manifestation of an [object] as if
it were present, [whereas this object] has been experienced the day before. And as a

consequence, [we] have established the existence astitva) of the [object] that, [although] not
experienced in this life, is experienced in a dream, for it is assumed that [this object] was

experienced in some previous life, because of the impossibility [for this cognition] of taking
place otherwise.”

27 See SV, Sunyavada, 210: tasmad bhrantir api tv e.a. kalpayanty artham eva na. / kalpa¬

yaty anyatha santa. na tv atmana. vyavasyati // “As a consequence, there is [indeed] an

error bhranti) [in dreams and other illusions]; however, [this error], although fashioning

kalpayanti) the object for us, fashions this existing [object] so as to make it different [from
what it is], but does not determine its very essence atman).” Cf. NR ad loc., p. 234: yasmad

eva. sarvatra bahyam asti tasmad api kalpayanti kalpanarupapi sad artham evanyatha

sthitam anyatha kalpayati, tena ca rupe.a vidyamanam eva vidyamanataya kalpayati na tv
atmana. bahi..vena, natyantasanta. sattveneti. “Since thus, in all cases, there is an external

[object, the error,] while fashioning an object that exists – [i.e.,] although it consists in a

mental construction kalpana) –, fashions it so as to make it different [from what it is]; and it
fashions in this form [the object] of which [we] are aware as [ the object] of which we are

aware, but certainly not the very essence atman) [of the object] as an external [object] –
[i.e., it does not construct an object] absolutely non-existent as if it existed.”
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some point in the past.28 Similarly, Kumarila considers that imaginary objects
are mere combinations of elements previously perceived: even objects that are

obviously confined to the realm of imagination – such as one of India’s classical
examples of non-being: a hare’s horn – are actually entirely made of existing,
perceived elements.29

28 See NS IV, 2, 34 sm tisa.kalpavac ca svapnavi.ayabhimana.. “And the belief abhimana)

in the dream object [actually regards an object previously perceived,] as in the cases of
memory sm ti) and [ imaginary] construction sa.kalpa)”), and NSBh ad loc. p. 274):
purvopalabdhavi.aya.. yatha sm tis ca sa.kalpas ca purvopalabdhavi.ayau na tasya

pratyakhyanaya kalpete, tatha svapne vi.ayagraha.a. purvopalabdhavi.aya. na tasya

pratyakhyanaya kalpata iti. eva. d ..avi.ayas ca svapnanto jagaritantena. “[One should

supply:] ‘regards an object previously perceived’. And just as memory and [imaginary]
construction regard an object that was previously perceived, [so that] they cannot be used

for the refutation of [the very existence of] this [object], in the same way, in a dream, the

apprehension of the object, which regards an object previously perceived, cannot be used for
the refutation of the [existence of] this [object]. And thus, thanks to the waking state, the

dream state possesses an object that has been perceived.” Cf. NBhV, p. 490: ye caite
svapnadipratyaya. puravimanodyanayanadibhedanuvidhayinas te mithyapratyaya iti
mithyapratyayana. ca jagradavasthapratyayasamanyad bhava.. mamapi sarva eva
mithyapratyaya bhavantiti bruva.a. pradhanam anuyoktavya.; na ni.pradhana. viparyayapratyeya.

pasyama iti. “And these cognitions in dreams and [other illusions,] which imitate
anuvidhayin) the variegation of a journey through cities, palaces and gardens for instance,

are false cognitions; and false cognitions have an existence by virtue of their community
samanya) with the cognitions of the waking state. He who says ‘But for me, all [cognitions]

without exception are false cognitions!’ must be asked about the substratum pradhana) [of
these false cognitions]; for we do not see any object of a false cognition that would be

devoid of substratum ni.pradhana).”
29 See e.g. SV, Sunyavada, 111cd-112ab, where, having shown that all perceptual illusions, far

from arising ex nihilo, have an external object as their substratum, Kumarila adds:

dravyantare vi.a.a. ca sasasyatma ca kara.am // sasas .gadhiyo mau..ya. ni.edhe
siraso’sya ca / “And the cause of the cognition of a hare’s horn is a horn [that was

perceived] in some other individual substance [such as a cow], and the nature of a hare [also

perceived in the past]; and [the cause] of the negation [of the existence of a hare’s horn] is

the [perceived] baldness of the [hare]’s head.”
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4. Utpaladeva’s First Element of Answer:
The Combination itself is Spontaneous

Here is how, according to Abhinavagupta, Utpaladeva was answering this
objection in his lost Viv ti:

iti codye nirupayati yatheti: sveta. dantadasakakir.akaratrayakalitavadana. dantinam

anta. pramat bhumau sthita. svacchabuddhimakuralak.a.e bahyagocare vikalpas tatkalikam

abhasayati svecchanusare.eti *sa.sthanayojana.se na [corr.: sa.sthanayojana.sena
KSTS]30 asyanubhavanusaritvam ity asti naisargiko’sau.31

[As an answer] to this objection, [Utpaladeva] explains, [in the passage of the Viv ti
beginning with] “just as...”, that the mental construction [that belongs to imagination] manifests

in the external realm consisting in the immaculate mirror of the intellect, according to
the will of the [subject], a white elephant that has a ten-tusked, three-trunked head, that
resides “internally” – [i.e.,] inside the subject, [and that] belongs to the time of the

[cognition itself] tatkalika). Therefore the fact that this [mental construction] conforms to
some [past] experiences does not concern the aspect of combination yojana) of this
configuration; so this [mental construction] is indeed spontaneous naisargika)!

Abhinavagupta’s playful variations on the theme of the fantastic elephant are a

perfect illustration of Utpaladeva’s argument here: even if one admits that

imaginary constructions are made of elements entirely borrowed from the
domain of perception, and that imagination merely combines differently these

elements, this very activity of combination yojana) is absolutely free. There
seems to be no limit in our power to associate various elements formerly
perceived and to thus create entities – be they hare’s horns or ten-tusked,
threetrunked elephants – that are absolutely alien to the world of perception; and this
activity of combination is not determined in any way by residual traces left by
previous experiences, since nobody has ever experienced the configurations of
which we are capable.

30 This correction had already been proposed in TORELLA 2002, fn. 23, p. 135.

31 IPVV, vol. II, p. 332.
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5. Utpaladeva’s Second Element of Answer:
Even the Combined Elements are Freely Created

At the end of his IPVV commentary on verse I, 6, 9, Abhinavagupta was already
summing up the Pratyabhijña’s position on the extent of imagination’s freedom

by distinguishing the two “aspects” a.sa) of imaginary construction – namely,
on the one hand, the combination yojana), and on the other hand, the elements

that are combined yojamana):

sa naisargika eveti vak.yama.asutrayo. svatantravikalpe.u vikalpaniyarthana. yojana.se
paso. svatantrya. vak.yate, na tu yojyamana.se, na hy ananubhuta. jala. jvalana. ca
yojayet kascid iti.32

In the following two verses beginning with “[the mental construction] is perfectly
spontaneous […]”,33 [Utpaladeva] is going to state the freedom svatantrya) of the alienated

subject pasu) in the mental constructions that are free, as regards the aspect of combination
yojana) of the objects elaborated in the mental construction, but not as regards the aspect of

the combined [elements] yojyamana); for nobody can combine water and fire [through

imagination if] they have not been experienced [ first].

However, Utpaladeva does not content himself with stating that imagination is a

free power of combining perceived elements. He goes one step further, as

Abhinavagupta emphasizes while commenting on verse I, 6, 10 in the IPVV:

nastiti yojyamano’pi bhaga. purvakalaparamarsad anubhavanupajivy eva.34

[In the passage of the Viv ti beginning with] “there is no […]”, [Utpaladeva explains that]
even the aspect that is combined does not depend on any [previous] experience, because

there is no grasp paramarsa) of the past time [when it was first perceived].

One thing is clear: according to Abhinavagupta, Utpaladeva was stating in his
lost Viv ti that ultimately, the activity of combination is not the only autonomous

aspect of imagination, since even the elements combined are in fact independent

of the previous experience during which the imagining subject has perceived

them. Much less clear, however, is the reason invoked to demonstrate this point:

“because there is no grasp of the previous time [when it was perceived].” Does

Utpaladeva simply mean that the elements forming the imagined object are

independent of perception because we don’t remember having perceived them at

32 IPVV, vol. II, p. 331.

33 IPK I, 6, 10 and 11, quoted above.

34 IPVV, vol. II, p. 332.
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this or that particular moment of our past? If such is his argument, it is rather
weak; for if we imagine something like Abhinavagupta’s fantastic elephant, the
fact that we do not remember having seen a tusk in this or that particular circumstance

in the past does not make us less dependent on the previous experience
through which we first discovered what a tusk looks like – the fact that we have

forgotten it does not make it less of a determining factor in the result of our
mental construction. But if Utpaladeva does not mean this, what else can he
mean? In his V tti on the same verse, he apparently alludes to the same rather
mysterious argument:

svatantras tu vikalpas cak.uradyagocaram api buddhivi.ayatapadanena yatharuci
purvanubhutatvavimarsanena navam eva ta. tam artham abhasayati sa.nivesavise.a. ca. tatrasav

artha. sahaja evasti.35

However, the free mental construction manifests this or that object, which is new navam

eva) – because there is no grasp vimarsa) [of it] as having been experienced in the past –
and which has a particular organization [of its parts], at will, by making it the object of the
intellect although it does not belong to the field of the organs of sight, etc. In this [kind of
free mental construction], the object is produced simultaneously [with the cognition].36

What exactly does Utpaladeva mean when he insists that the imagined object
including its parts, as Abhinavagupta specifies in the IPVV) is new nava)? The

point is somewhat subtle and requires a small digression into the Pratyabhijña

theory of perception. This little détour is worthwhile because it will enable us to
reach the core of Utpaladeva’s theory of imagination.

35 V tti, p. 30.
36 Here my understanding of the V tti slightly differs from that of R. Torella in his remarkable

edition and annotated translation of this text. First, I believe that here, the ca connecting
navam eva ta. tam artham and sa.nivesavise.a. should not be understood as a sort of
disjunction cf. TORELLA 2002, p. 135: “however, the independent svatantra.) vikalpa
renders this or that thing manifest, whether new or characterized by a different organization of
its parts […]”), because here as in the lost passage of the Viv ti commented upon by
Abhinavagupta, Utpaladeva is stating that the imaginary object is both made of elements

previously perceived and new. Besides, it seems to me that in the last sentence, sahaja does

not mean “spontaneous” see ibid.), but “simultaneous” cf. the equivalent term tatkalika
that so often recurs in Abhinavagupta’s commentaries: see e.g. IPV, vol. I, pp. 270–271 and

IPVV, vol. II, p. 331, quoted above, or IPVV, vol. II, pp. 333–334, quoted below), because

Utpaladeva does not mean here that the object is as “free” or “autonomous” svatantra) as

the cognition, but rather, that it is new, since it arises at the very moment of the cognition
that constructs it contrary to the object of memory for instance).
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According to the Buddhist logicians who are Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta’s

main opponents and from whom the Pratyabhijña philosophers borrow
a number of important concepts),37 when perceiving, we are aware of an entity
that is absolutely singular svalak.a.a) and, consequently, impossible to
formulate for language can only denote what is common to several entities). In
contrast, mental construction vikalpa), which is profoundly linked with
language abhilapa), has as its object a generality samanya):38 when we think “this

is a pot” upon seeing something, we have already left the mere awareness of a

singular presence and started constructing the object as belonging to the general

category of “pots” whereby we have already ceased to be aware of the object’s
absolute singularity). The Pratyabhijña philosophers invert this scheme. 39

According to them, the object of perception is indeed a singular entity, but this
singular entity is not the primary matter on which the mental construction then

elaborates a generality; on the contrary, this singular object is in fact a synthesis

of elementary phenomena abhasa) that can be considered as generalities
samanya). Thus this particular pot seen here and now is in fact made of a series

of elementary phenomena such as “this”, “pot”, “red”, “made of gold”, etc.);
contrary to the singular entities in which they are found, these elementary phenomena

are not restricted to any particular time or place, and for that reason, they
act as generalities.40 Although made of these, the pot has a unity of its own and

37 On the somewhat ambiguous relation between the Pratyabhijña and the Buddhist logic and

epistemology, see TORELLA 1992.
38 See e.g. the beginning of the Buddhist’s discourse as presented by Utpaladeva in IPK I, 2, 1:

nanu svalak.a.abhasa. jñanam eka. para. puna. / sabhilapa. vikalpakhya. bahudha

[…] “But one [type of] cognition comprises the manifestation of a singular entity
svalak.a.a), whereas the other, called ‘mental construction’ vikalpa), is accompanied by
language abhilapa) [and] manifold”. Cf. RATIÉ 2006, pp. 41–43.

39 On this inversion, see TORELLA 1992, pp. 332–333, and TORELLA 2002, fn. 3, pp. 89–90.

40 Thus, while explaining IPK II, 3, 2cd ekabhidhanavi.aye mitir vastuny abadhita // “[Valid]
knowledge, which is not contradicted [by another cognition,] regards an [entity] that is the
object of a single expression”), Abhinavagupta explains IPV, vol. II, pp. 69–71):
vimarsabalena ca yata. prama.a. vimarsas ca sabdajivita. sabdas cabhasantarair desakaladirupair

anam ..a ekatraivabhasamatre pravartate gha.a iti lohita iti, tato desakalabhasayo.

svalak.a.atvarpa.aprava.ayor anamisra.at samanyayamana abhase prama.a.
pravartate, ayam ity api hy avabhasa abhasantaranamisre puro’vasthitavabhasamatra ity
ukta. srimadacaryapadair eva: niyate’py ayam ity eva. paramarsa. pura.sthite /

sarvabhavagatedantasamanyenaiva
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jayate // iti. “And the means of knowledge prama.a) occurs

thanks to a grasp vimarsa), and this grasp has as its essence the word; and the word applies

to one single phenomenon abhasa), as ‘pot’ or ‘red’, etc., that is not grasped along with
other phenomena consisting in a place, a time, etc. For this reason – i.e., because of the
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transcends the mere collection of its elements, because it is apprehended as

unique and unitary by the subject:41 perception is not the passive reflection of
some given reality, but an active apprehension, realization or grasp vimarsa) in
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absence of a combination with the phenomena of place and time that may give [the object]
its singularity svalak.a.atva), the means of knowledge operates on a phenomenon that
behaves as a generality samanyayamana); for even ‘this’ expresses a manifestation that is

not combined with other phenomena, [and] that is nothing but the manifestation standing

right in front [of the subject]. This has been said by the venerable master himself: ‘even the

grasp paramarsa) as this, which concerns a determined [object] standing right in front [of
the subject,] arises thanks to the sole generality samanya) that is objectivity idanta) [and]

that is found in all objects’.”
41 This “grasp” vimarsa) of the object’s singularity is in turn made possible by the fact that

when combined, the elementary phenomena have a common efficacy arthakriya),
producing a single effect on the subject who perceives them. See IPK II, 3, 7: p

thagdipaprakasana. srotasa. sagare yatha / aviruddhavabhasanam ekakarya tathaikyadhi. // “Just

as the cognition of the unity of the distinct light rays of a lamp, [and just as the cognition of
the unity] of rivers in the ocean, [the cognition of the unity] of phenomena avabhasa) that
are not [mutually] contradicted must be produced by a unitary [entity] ekakarya).” In his
commentary, Abhinavagupta explains that the rays of a lamp are apprehended as

constituting together a singular entity because when they are gathered, they have an efficacy
that they don’t have separately and that is not the mere collection of their respective
individual efficacies IPV, vol. II, p. 97: p thag vartinyo ya. pradipasya prabha. suk.matama

avalokanasamarthyadhanalak.a.a. yam arthakriya. na k tavatyas tam evaikabhavanabhyantara.

sa.murchitatmano vidadhate, na tatrarthakriya.a. samudayo’sti.
sagarapatitani ca srota.si bahutaratara.gara.bharthakriyakari.i. “The light rays of a lamp

which, when appearing separately p thak), do not have the efficacy arthakriya) consisting

in enabling to see – [because then they are] very subtle –, do have this [efficacy] when they
are concentrated sa.murchita) in the same place; [and] in that case, it is not a collection
samudaya) of [various] efficacies[, but a unique efficacy]. And [in the same way,] the

rivers flowing into the ocean have as their [common] efficacy to move countless waves”).
Similarly, one apprehends a singular object svalak.a.a) because of a combination of
elementary phenomena that acquire together a unitary efficacy; cf. IPV, vol. II, pp. 98–99:
p thag ye dipaprakasas te.a. sa.bandhi yad eka. sagare srotasa. ca yad eka. vastu

tena karya yathaikyadhis tathaviruddha ye’vabhasa gha.alohitakañcanadayas te.a.
sa.bandhi yad eka. svalak.a.a. tatkaryaikyadhi.. “Just as the cognition of a unity must

be produced [in the case of light] by a unitary eka) [entity] that possesses the distinct rays

of the lamp, and in the case of the ocean, by the unitary entity that possesses the rivers – in
the same way, [in the case of the perception of a particular pot,] the cognition of unity must

be produced by a unitary eka) singular [entity] svalak.a.a) that possesses [various]

phenomena avabhasa) that are not contadictory, such as ‘pot’, ‘red’, ‘made of gold’, etc.”
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which the subject synthesizes these elements and becomes aware of them as

being part of a singular entity.42

In this regard, the Pratyabhijña philosophers concede that the activity of
imagination is not, properly speaking, a creation ex nihilo: however free in his
activity of combination, the imagining subject has to rely on elements that are

precisely the “elementary phenomena” abhasa) of which any singular perceived

entity is made, because just as any perceived object, an imaginary object is a

singular entity made of generalities. Thus, much further in the treatise,
Abhinavagupta insists very clearly on this dependence:

pañcavaktras caturdanto hasti nabhasi dhavatity api vimisrataya vikalpas ..is tan abhasan

isvaras ..an evopajivatiti sarva pasavi pratyayas ..ir isvaras ..yupajivinity uktam.43

Even the creation that is a mental construction vikalpas ..i) in the form of a combination
vimisra) [such as] “a five-trunked, four-tusked elephant is running in the sky” depends on

some phenomena abhasa) that for their part have been created by the Lord; therefore

[Utpaladeva] says that any cognitive creation of the alienated subject pasu) depends

upajivini) on the Lord’s creation.

The freedom of the imagining subject finds its limit in the elements that he

combines: ultimately, his creation remains heteronomous insofar as it still
depends on the elementary phenomena that he must borrow from past perceptions.

44 The same remark is found in Abhinavagupta’s commentary on verse I, 6,

10:

gatasya yo’vabhaso nasau purvanubhuta.. tatraiva tu vikalpe yo yojyamanarupa.
samanya.sa., sa napurvo, na hi ca vikalpas tatra.se svatantro’nubhavavasanopajivitvad iti.45

The manifestation of [a particular imagined] pot has never been experienced before; but
within this same mental construction, the aspect of generality samanya) that consists in the

combined [elements] yojyamana) is not new, because the construction is not free sva-

42 On the fact that, according to the Pratyabhijña philosophers, perception does not passively

reflect its objects but becomes aware of them in an act of apprehension or grasp vimarsa,
paramarsa, etc.) that constitutes the very essence of consciousness, see IPK I, 5, 11 and its

commentaries; cf. e.g. HULIN 1978, pp. 287–297, RATIÉ 2006, p. 87, fn. 138, and RATIÉ

2007, pp. 339–340, fn. 59; on the meaning of vimarsa and other terms deriving from the

same root, see also TORELLA 2002, fn. 32, p. XXIV.

43 IPV, vol. II, pp. 264–265.

44 Cf. IPVV, vol. III, p. 381: dasaradano dantity api p thagabhasan isvaras ..an evopajivati.

“Even [this creation of the alienated subject]: ‘a ten-tusked elephant’, depends on distinct
phenomena that for their part are produced by the Lord.”

45 IPVV, vol. II, p. 335.
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tantra) as regards this aspect, since it depends on the impregnations vasana) left by

[former] experiences.

And yet, in spite of this acknowledgment that the elementary phenomena at least
are not new, Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta keep repeating that the imagined
object made of them is new nava), unprecedented apurva) or simultaneous
sahaja, tatkalika) with the imagining cognition that manifests it.46 Besides, as

we have seen, Utpaladeva states that the imagined object is new “because there
is no grasp vimarsa) [of it] as having been experienced in the past”, and in the
somewhat puzzling passage of the IPVV already mentioned, Abhinavagupta
goes as far as to say that “even the aspect that is combined does not depend on

any [previous] experience, because there is no grasp paramarsa) of the past

time [when it was first perceived].” What does it mean?

In order to reconcile these apparently contradictory statements, we should
bear in mind that according to Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, a singular object
that is perceived is something over and above the mere collection samudaya) of
its components, because the elementary phenomena in it have together a single,
unitary and unique effect on the subject that perceives this object, so that they
become a single, unitary and unique entity.47 In the same way, the imagined

46 The importance of this notion of newness as regards imagination can also be found in
Abhinavagupta’s works on poetics when he describes the poet’s creative inspiration
pratibha): thus, in his commentary on DhA I, 6, Abhinavagupta states that pratibha is “an

intuitive understanding capable of creating something unprecedented”
apurvavastunirma.ak.ama prajña; cf. SHULMAN 2008, p. 483). The Sanskrit notion of pratibha is

sometimes taken to be “the exact equivalent of Imagination” see e.g. SREEKANTAIYA 1980,

p. 11), but as D. Shulman notices, “there are […] other well known Sanskrit candidates for
this conceptual slot – kalpana, vikalpa, bhavana, sambhavana, among others, all firmly
situated within specific intellectual and theoretical contexts, each carrying its particular
valence” SHULMAN 2008, p. 482), and pratibha is “often more in relation to what we might
call ‘inspiration’ than to the imagination proper”, although “the visionary capacity of the

poet’s mind is clearly involved” Ibid., p. 483). D. Shulman’s article thus explores several

definitions of it while taking into account this fundamental ambiguity.
47 See above, fn. 41. Of course, this does not mean that this singular synthesis would be contra¬

dictory with the apprehension of this or that particular elementary phenomenon within a

singular entity: Utpaladeva insists that the perceiving subject is free to distinguish this or
that general feature within a singular whole. See IPK II, 3, 3: yatharuci yatharthitva.
yathavyutpatti bhidyate / abhaso’py artha ekasminn anusa.dhanasadhite // “In an object

that is one eka), [because it is] established through a synthesis anusa.dhana), an [elementary]

phenomenon abhasa) can also be distinguished according to [the subject’s] free will
ruci), a [particular] desire arthitva), [or] according to education vyutpatti).” Cf. Abhi-
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object transcends the mere collection of elementary phenomena of which it is
made insofar as it is apprehended as an organic unity by the subject who
becomes aware of it in a single unitary realization: because the subject becomes

aware of components such as trunks, tusks, an elephant’s body, etc., through a

single cognitive act that fuses them together, even these various phenomena,

although they have already been experienced in the past, are transfigured by the

synthetic grasp vimarsa) that apprehends them as parts of this singular elephant
imagined now. Not only is the fantastic elephant new insofar as no such
combination exists in the perceived world, but even the combined parts undergo a

profound metamorphosis by being merged into a singular entity, and it is this
singularity that makes the imaginary object genuinely new, in spite of the fact
that it comprises elements borrowed from previous perceptions. Thus, when an

objector asks: “But if, in this aspect [of combined elements, the imaginary
object] is produced by the residual traces of some previous experiences, then

what else [is left in it] that would be spontaneous naisargika)?”,48 according to

Abhinavagupta, “[Utpaladeva] answers: ‘the singular [entity] svalak.a.a)’.” 49

________________________________

navagupta’s explanation of IPK II, 3, 5 in IPV, vol. II, pp. 91–92, according to which the
subject can distinguish in a particular concrete pot various elementary phenomena such as

“‘existent’, ‘pot’, ‘substance’, ‘being made of gold’, ‘brilliance’, etc.” sadgha.adravya¬

kañcanojjvalatadaya.): tatha hi ki.cid apy atra nastiti h dbha.gam ivapadyamano gha.a.
pasyann astidam iti sattvabhasam eva pasyaty aparan abhasan namnapi tu nadriyate;
tathodakahara.arthi gha.abhasam, svatantranayananayanayogyavastvarthi dravyabhasam,

mulyadyarthi *kañcanabhasam [J, P, S2: kañcanavabhasam KSTS, Bhaskari, L, S1, SOAS],

h dyatarthy aujjvalyabhasam, adigraha.ad d .hatarabhavarthi dar.hyabhasam iti dra..a¬
vyam; eva. rucivyutpattyor api yojaniyam. “To explain: when seeing a pot, [someone]

whose heart has just been broken as it were [because of the thought:] ‘there is absolutely

nothing here!’ only sees the phenomenon ‘existence’, [thinking:] ‘this exists!’; but he does

not pay any attention whatsoever to the other phenomena. In the same way, someone who is

driven by the desire to go fetch some water [only sees] the phenomenon ‘pot’; someone who

desires something capable of being freely carried here and there [only sees] the phenomenon

‘substance’; someone who desires an object of value, etc., [only sees] the phenomenon

‘made of gold’; someone who desires some kind of aesthetic pleasure h dyata) [only sees]

the phenomenon ‘brilliance’; and because of the use of the word ‘etc.’, [we] must consider

that [Utpaladeva includes this too:] someone who desires a very hard object [only sees] the

phenomenon ‘hardness’. And [ these examples] must also be put in relation in the same way

with the [subject’s] free will ruci) and education vyutpatti) [mentioned in verse II, 3, 3].”
48 IPVV, vol. II, p. 333: nanu yady atra.se purvanubhavasa.skarajatvam, kim anyat tarhi

naisargikam?

49 Ibid.: aha svalak.a.a iti. Here too, similarities can be found with ala.kara literature. See

e.g. SHULMAN 2008, p. 492: “For Mahima Bha..a pratibha has features of directness, of
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The power of synthesis yojana) in imagination is such that it has a profound
effect on the combined yojyamana) elements themselves: just as the singular
entity produced by the mental construction is apprehended as new by the
creating subject, its parts too appear as if they were seen for the first time – and

indeed, they are seen for the first time insofar as they belong to this singular
entity.

When answering the question “how free is imagination?”, the Pratyabhijña
philosophers therefore seem to stretch in every possible way the limits of this

faculty’s freedom. Thus, towards the very end of his IPVV commentary on verse

I, 6, 10, Abhinavagupta remarks that in the Pratyabhijña’s perspective, the
individual subject is actually the absolute consciousness that creates the universe
including all the elementary phenomena that compose each and every singular

entity) – only, the individual subject is this absolute consciousness insofar as it is
imagining itself as being a limited consciousness. Such a principle renders null
and void the theory according to which imagination is a mere combination of
formerly perceived external elements – because nothing is external to the
allencompassing universal consciousness, and because this consciousness creates

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

everything anew at every single moment:

abhasasare hi padarthavarga abhasanakriyaiva pradhanyena vij mbhate, tata eva

kriyasaktivispharamatra. bhagavato jagad iti k tamatayo manyante. abhasanakriya ca yavad

apurva naisargiki vyavadhanavandhya tatkalikatali.gitasphu.abhava vartate, tavad

abhaso’pi sphu.o’bhinava eva. gha.asyapihettham eva navata, nanyatheti darsitam etat. ata
eva purvad ..abhasamukhena na kutracit paramarthato nirma.asa.katha savakasa,

prakasarupataya sarvasya sadaiva svayam eva paramarthasattve kasyacin nirma.am ity
avakasabhavad abhasanakriyamukhena tv apurvatva. kulagiriprabh ter api pratik.a.am
avisranta iti kathitayuktya bhavatiti tad api s jyata eveti sadas ..yadisaktiyogo’pi bhagavati

na nopapadyata iti tatparyam.50

For since all things have as their essence manifestation abhasa), it is the action of
manifesting abhasanakriya) which unfolds51 as the substance [of the universe]; for this very

________________________________

dynamism, and above all of singularity, the foregrounding of the distinctive visi..a) and

intrinsic svabhava) feature of the object […]. A notion of singularity is fundamental to
much of Sanskrit poetics, especially in the Kashmiri school; we can trace a connection
between such a notion and the problem of creative perception – or indeed, of imagination.” Cf.
SHULMAN forthcoming, which emphasizes that the dhvani-theory of Anandavardhana on

which Abhinavagupta has commented is not only – as is often noticed – an aesthetics of the

universal, but also, in some deeper way, an aesthetics of singularity.
50 IPVV, vol. II, pp. 333–334.

51 Literally, “yawns” – Abhinavagupta often has recourse to this image.
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reason, the world is nothing but the throbbing shining forth visphara) of the Lord’s power

of action kriyasakti) – those who have made up their minds [as regards the ultimate reality]
know that. And insofar as the action of manifesting occurs while being [ever] new apurva),

spontaneous naisargiki), immediate,52 and while having an object that is vivid and
completely simultaneous tatkalika) [with the cognition that manifests it], the [elementary]

phenomenon also is vivid [and] new abhinava eva). In this regard, even the pot [that is

perceived] is new nava) in this way only, and not otherwise – [we] have [already] shown

this. For this very reason, in reality, there is no room whatsoever for this tale according to
which [imagination] would be a creation through some phenomena that have already been

perceived: because everything consists in the manifesting consciousness prakasa),
anybody’s creation is always sadaiva) absolutely spontaneous svayam eva) with respect to
what is real in the ultimate sense of the term paramarthasattva). Because [thus] there is no

room [for the contention that imagination only combines pre-existing phenomena,] on the

contrary, [we must think that] through the action of manifesting, at every single moment
pratik.a.am), [even] the chief mountain ranges, etc., are new apurva), according to the

reasoning expressed [by Bha..a Naraya.a in] “without ever resting”.53 Therefore even this

[aspect consisting in the various elementary phenomena] is created [by the constant activity
of the Lord]; [and] as a consequence, even possessing the powers of constantly creating
s ..i) and [performing the four other cosmic acts attributed to Siva]54 is not impossible as

regards the Lord – this was the general meaning.

52 Literally, “devoid of any intermediary vyavadhana)” – as opposed to what happens in cog¬

nitions such as memory, fancy or determination, which are determined by the “
intermediary” vyavadhana) that is a residual trace sa.skara) left by some past experience. The
presence or the absence of such an intermediary determines whether the object appears as

vivid sphu.a) or not; see IPV, vol. I, p. 268: etad evasphu.atvam iti siddho’nubhavasmara.adav

abhasabhedo’ntarabhasavargasya bahirabhasanam avyavadhanena sphu.ata,

vyavadhanena tu tatkalikatvabhavad asphu.ateti. “And [having an intermediary] is nothing
but not being vivid asphu.atva); so the difference between manifestations [occurring] in
direct experience, memory, etc. is established: the manifestation in an external form of a

multitude of internal manifestations without any intermediary vyavadhana) is vividness

sphu.ata); whereas [the manifestation occurring] through the intermediary [of a residual

trace] – due to the fact that [the manifested object] does not exist simultaneously tatkalikatva)

[with the cognition itself] – is the absence of vividness.”
53 See SC 112: muhur muhur avisrantas trailokya. kalpanasatai. / kalpayann’api ko’py eko

nirvikalpo jayaty aja. // “Glory to the unique Unborn aja) who is devoid of mental
constructions nirvkikalpa) although he is constantly engaged in constructing kalpayan) the

Three Worlds through innumerable imaginary acts kalpana) without ever resting.” Abhinavagupta

seems to be particularly fond of this verse: he also quotes it e.g. in his commentary

on IPK I, 5, 10 IPV, vol. I, p. 195) or on I, 6, 7 IPV, vol. I, p. 262).

54 I.e., maintaining sthiti) the universe, destroying sa.hara, pralaya) it, concealing tiro¬

dhana) his own nature and revealing it through grace anugraha). See e.g. IPV, vol. I, p.

262: tena na kevala. mahas ..i.u mahasthiti.u mahapralaye.u prakopatirodhane.u dik.a¬

jñanadyanugrahe.u bhagavata. k tyapañcakayoga. yavat satatam eva vyavahare’pi.
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Abhinavagupta is now inverting the analogy at the basis of the Pratyabhijña’s
inquiry on imagination: not only is the individual subject who imagines similar
to the absolutely free universal consciousness; the absolutely free universal
consciousness engaged in a constant activity of cosmic creation is also similar to the
imagining subject – and this mutual reflection is possible because they are
profoundly identical. We are once again back to the metaphysical background on
which the Pratyabhijña’s theory of imagination is built; and the passage reveals a

crucial difference between the theories of imagination and their metaphysical
backgrounds) in the Pratyabhijña, the Advaita Vedanta and the Buddhist
logicoepistemological
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school.

Thus according to the Advaita Vedanta, the phenomenal world, with its
countless differences and constant changes, is the result of an activity of mental
construction kalpana) that builds it due to some kind of metaphysical ignorance

or nescience avidya) in which the knowledge of the absolutely non-dual reality
is somehow obliterated. From this point of view, the Pratyabhijña does not seem

to hold a very different position: according to Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta
too, the world can be considered as the product of an imaginative activity. Similarly,

Dharmakirti and his followers hold that the world of mundane experience

vyavahara) is made of mental constructions vikalpa).
However, for the Buddhist epistemologists, if mental elaborations are

“free”, they are not so in the same sense as in the Pratyabhijña: according to

Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, they are autonomous insofar as the subject who
owns them is free to produce them, whereas according to Dharmakirti, they are

autonomous insofar as they do not belong to any subject.55 The Buddhist epi-

________________________________

“Therefore the Lord does not perform the five [cosmic] acts k tyapañcaka) only in great

creations mahas ..i), great maintainings mahasthiti), great destructions mahapralaya),
concealments tirodhana) due to his wrath and graces anugraha) [bestowed] through initiation,

knowledge, etc.; rather, [he is] constantly [performing it], even in mundane activity
vyavahara).”

55 Utpaladeva was obviously emphasizing this difference in his lost Viv ti. See e.g. IPVV ad I,
6, 10, vol. II, p. 331: nanu saugatavat kim iha vikalpa eva svatantro yena v ttau tathoktam?

iti bhranti. nirasyati k.etrajña ity adina. “But in this regard, is it the mental construction
itself vikalpa eva) that is free svatantra), as the Buddhists [contend] saugatavat), so that

[Utpaladeva] states in the V tti that [the mental construction] is thus [free, instead of saying

that the subject is free]?’ [Utpaladeva] refutes this error in [the passage] beginning with ‘the

subject […]’.” A bit further, Abhinavagupta explains that the vikalpa is free insofar as in it,
the subject is not determined by anyone or anything else and not, as the Buddhists contend,

because it would not belong to any subject). See Ibid.: pracyanubhavavi.ayik tavastugata-
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stemologists hold that consciousness is in fact a series of momentary conscious
events irreducibly distinct from one another and they refuse to acknowledge the

existence of any permanent subject who would be the substratum of these

cognitions.56 Thus, while they do consider that our everyday world is entirely
shaped by abstract representations projected onto a singular reality, they see this
transcendental imagination as totally impersonal; and while the Pratyabhijña
philosophers present it as the expression of a conscious agent’s free will, the

Vijñanavadins consider it as an unconscious and uncontrolled mechanism of
residual traces comparable to that of dreams svapna).57 This predilection for the
dream model is significant, since contrary to the imagining subject, the dreaming
subject does not experience his creative freedom: he is as it were the victim of an

imagination that is not his, since usually that is, if he is not a yogin) he is not
free to decide what should happen in his dreams.

For the Vedantins, quite similarly, the transcendental activity of imagination

which produces the empirical world does not belong to anyone,58 since the

only reality, the brahman, is absolutely non-dual and alien to any kind of
multiplicity and change, so that it cannot act or create. This is unacceptable to
Abhinavagupta. Thus, in another part of the treatise, he questions a Vedantin in the

following way: if the only reality is completely quiescent and one, and if
difference is due to nescience avidya), to whom does this nescience belong
kasyavidya)?59 And to whom does the activity of imaginary construction belong

________________________________

desakalapramatrantarasacivyadiparatantryaparakara.aprava.eyam uktir iti yavat. “This is

what [Utpaladeva means]: this expression [in the V tti, ‘the mental construction is free’,
only] leads to setting aside the heteronomy paratantrya) [that could be due] for instance to
the assistance of other subjects, or to the [particular] place and time of the thing that was the

object of the previous experience.”

56 See RATIÉ 2006 and TORELLA 2007 on the Pratyabhijña’s reaction to this theory: Utpaladeva

and Abhinavagupta both exploit it so as to criticize the static Brahmanical notions of the

Self) and criticize it since they defend the notion of a permanent subject, although they

consider that this permanency is possible only provided that the subject is understood as a

dynamic entity capable of undergoing countless transformations).

57 See above, fn. 21, and RATIÉ forthcoming.
58 Cf. BIARDEAU 1969, p. 33, who notices that according to Ma..anamisra, avidya may be

compared to a play – but a play that belongs to nobody (“le jeu de personne”).

59 IPV, vol. II, p. 179: cidrupasyaikatva. yadi vastava. bheda. punar ayam avidyopaplavad

ity ucyate kasyayam avidyopaplava iti na sa.gacchate. brahma.o hi vidyaikarupasya
katham avidyarupata? na canya. kascid asti vastuto jivadir yasyavidya bhavet. “If [ the

Vedantin] says that the unity ekatva) of what consists in consciousness is real vastava),

whereas difference bheda) is due to the perturbation upaplava) of nescience avidya), [for
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kasyaya. vikalpanavyaparo)?60 For the brahman is pure knowledge vidya),
but the individual subject jiva) understood as a limited and differentiated being

is nothing but an effect of this cosmic activity of construction. Abhinavagupta
thus attacks a particularly sensitive point in his opponents’ conceptual structure:
the question kasyavidya? haunts Advaita Vedanta and divides its proponents.61

Ma..anamisra – with whose works Abhinavagupta seems to be familiar62 –
answers that nescience belongs to the individuals,63 and he himself mentions the
objections quite similar to those presented by Abhinavagupta) that such an
answer could trigger: the brahman, who is pure knowledge, cannot be ignorant,
but the individuals do not exist independently of the brahman; and if they seem

to have such an independent existence thanks to the faculty of mental construction

kalpana), this faculty in turn cannot belong to the brahman who is pure
knowledge, but stating that it belongs to the individuals would amount to locking
oneself in a logical circle itaretarasraya), since it would mean attributing to the
individuals a faculty of imagination that is the very cause of these individuals’

________________________________

our part we consider that this theory] is inconsistent: to whom kasya) could this perturbation

of nescience belong? For how could the brahman – which consists in nothing but knowledge

vidya) – consist in nescience? And [for a Vedantin,] in reality nobody else exists – such as

an individual jiva) – to whom nescience would belong.”
60 IPV, vol. II, pp. 179–180: sadrupam eva brahmabhinna. cakasty avikalpena, vikalpabalat

tu bhedo’yam iti cet, kasyaya. vikalpanavyaparo nama? “If [the Vedantin were to explain:]

‘only that whose nature is real sat) [and] is not distinct from the brahman is manifest while
not being constructed avikalpena), whereas difference bheda) is due to mental constructions

vikalpa)’, [we would ask again: but] this activity of mental construction, to whom
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does it belong?”
61 Sa.kara seems to evade the question and to consider it as a false problem. See e.g. the

BhGBh attributed to Sa.kara ad BhG XIII, 2, pp. 371–372): atraha: savidya kasyeti. yasya

d syate tasyaiva. kasya d syata ity atrocyate: avidya kasya d syata iti prasno nirarthaka..
“[– An objector] then asks: to whom does nescience belong savidya kasya)? [The Vedantin
answers:] to whoever perceives it. [The objector asks:] So who perceives it? [The Vedantin]
answers this [question] thus: the question ‘who perceives nescience?’ is vain nirarthaka)”
cf. INGALLS 1953). Later Vedantins are divided on this question, some considering that

nescience belongs to the individual, and others, to the brahman: see e.g. POTTER ed.) 2006,

pp. 7–8.
62 Cf. SANDERSON 1985, p. 210, n. 41 regarding Saivism in the tenth and eleventh centuries):

“when Vedanta is expounded by its opponents in Kashmirian sources of our period it is the

doctrine of Ma..anamisra which is generally in mind […]. To my knowledge no source

betrays familiarity with the doctrines of Sa.kara.”
63 See BSi, p. 10: yat tu kasyavidyeti jivanam iti bruma.. “As for the question: ‘to whom does

nescience belong kasyavidya)?’, we answer: to the individuals jiva).”
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existence according to the Advaita Vedanta.64 Ma..anamisra only avoids these

difficulties by invoking on the one hand a circular causality that supposedly
escapes the status of logical defect because it is beginningless,65 and on the other
hand, the status by nature “inexplicable” of illusion:66 according to the Vedantin,
the imaginary creation of the imaginary world has a particularly ambiguous

64 See BSi, p. 10: nanu na jiva brahma.o bhidyante, eva. hy ahanena jivenatmananupravi¬

syeti. satya. paramarthata., kalpanaya tu bhidyante. kasya puna. kalpana bhedika? na
tavad brahma.as tasya vidyatmana. kalpanasunyatvat, napi jivana. kalpanaya. prak
tadabhavad itaretarasrayaprasa.gat; kalpanadhino hi jivavibhaga., jivasraya kalpaneti.

“[– An objector:] But the individuals jiva) are not differentiated from the brahman! For it is

[precisely because] thus [they are not differentiated from it] that it is said [in
Chandogyopani.ad VI, 3, 2]: ‘having pervaded by Himself [these three divinities that are brilliance,
waters and food] in the form of the individual jiva)...’. [– The Vedantin:] This is true from
the point of view of ultimate reality paramartha); but they are differentiated by the faculty
of mental construction kalpana). [– The objector:] But to whom does this differentiating
faculty of mental construction belong? Certainly not to the brahman: since it consists in
knowledge vidya), it is devoid of this faculty of mental construction. But it does not belong

to the individuals either, because those have no existence before this faculty of mental
construction, so that a logical circle itaretarasraya) would follow: the distinction between the

individuals would depend on the faculty of mental construction, [and] the faculty of mental

construction, on the individuals!” Cf. IPVV, vol. III, p. 248: na hi vidyaikarupasya brahma-
.as tadabhavarupam avidya nama, na canye jivadaya. kecit; avidyayaiva hi ta utthapya..

“For the brahman, which consists in nothing but knowledge vidya), cannot have a form that

would be an absence of [knowledge], [and] nescience avidya) is precisely [such an

absence]; and there is no one else – the individuals jiva) for instance – [to whom nescience

could belong], since these [individuals] result from nescience itself!”
65 See BSi, p. 10: anye tv anaditvad ubhayor avidyajivayor bija.kurasantanayor iva netareta¬

rasrayam aprah.ptim avahatiti var.ayanti. “But others explain that, because nescience

avidya) and the individual jiva) are both beginningless anadi), [this] does not result in the

fault [consisting in] a logical circle itaretarasraya), just as [in the case] of the series of
seeds and that of the sprouts [that condition each other while it is impossible to determine a

first moment of the process].”
66 See Ibid.: atra kecid ahu.: vastusiddhav eva do.a., nasiddha. vastu vastvantara¬

ni.pattaye’la. na mayamatre. na hi mayaya. kacid anupapatti.; anupapadyamanarthaiva

hi maya; upapadyamanarthatve yatharthabhavan na maya syat. “Some answer these [
objections in the following way:] there would be a logical defect if [this] were about establishing

[the existence of] something real vastu) – because something that has not been

established is not capable of making [us] realize something else –, but not if [this] concerns a

pure and simple illusion mayamatra). For as regards illusion, there is absolutely no logical
impossibility anupapatti); for illusion maya) is precisely that [cognition] of which the

object is impossible anupapadyamana) – if its object were possible, since it would conform

to its object, it would not be an illusion!”
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ontological status, since it cannot be explained either in terms of being or in
terms of non-being,67 and precisely for this reason, we cannot account for it in a

rational way. Abhinavagupta mocks this so-called inexplicable status: to say that

it is inexplicable does not exempt the Vedantin from explaining for whom it is
thus inexplicable, not to mention that the result of this activity of mental
construction i.e., the differentiated world) is manifest, and is therefore perfectly
explicable in terms of being, since whatever appears exists at least as an appearance.

68 Besides, why should the constructed vikalpaka) world be unreal
asatya), as opposed to the unconstructed reality immediately apprehended in

any perception?69 For after all, both are manifest, and therefore both are real, at

67 See BSi, p. 9: navidya brahma.a. svabhavo narthantara. natyantam asati napi sati; evam

eveyam avidya maya mithyavabhasa ity ucyate. svabhavas cet kasya cid anyo’nanyo va
paramartha eveti navidya; atyantasattve khapu.pasad si na vyavahara.gam; tasmad
anirvacaniya. “Nescience avidya) is not the nature svabhava) of the brahman, nor anything
else [besides this nature, since nothing else exists]; it is neither absolutely non-existent

asati) nor [absolutely] existing sati); precisely because it is so, this nescience is called
maya, [i.e.,] an erroneous manifestation mithyavabhasa). If it were the nature of something

– whether it be different [from this thing] or not –, it would necessarily have a reality in the

ultimate sense paramartha) – therefore it would not be nescience; [but] if it were an
absolute non-being atyantasattva), such as a flower in the sky, it could not be part of mundane

experience vyavahara). It is therefore inexplicable anirvacaniya) [either as a being or as a

non-being].”
68 IPV, vol. II, p. 179: anirvacyeyam avidyeti cet, kasyanirvacyeti na vidma.; svarupe.a

*bhati ca [L, S1, S2, SOAS: ca bhati KSTS, Bhaskari, J; p.n.p. P] *na ca nirvacyeti [J, L, S1,

S2, SOAS: na canirvacyeti KSTS, Bhaskari: conj. PANDEY anirvacya ceti; p.n.p. P] kim etat?

yuktya nopapadyata iti cet sa.vedanatiraskari.i ka khalu yuktir nama? anupapattis ca
bhasamanasya kanya bhavi.yati? “If [ the Vedantin answers] that this nescience is
inexplicable anirvacya), [ for our part,] this is what we do not know: for whom is it inexplicable?

[And to say] both that it is manifest by nature and that it is inexplicable, what does that
mean? If [the Vedantin answers] that it is not possible from the point of view of reason

yukti), what on earth is this reason that obscures experience sa.vedana)? And what other

impossibility anupapatti) could there be for what is being manifest, [apart from the

impossibility not to be manifest]?”. Cf. IPVV, vol. III, p. 248: anirvacya seti cet, kasyeti na

vidma.. bhati canirvacyeti ca yak.abha.a. “If [ the Vedantin answers] that this [nescience] is

inexplicable anirvacya), [ for our part,] we do not know to whom it belongs. And [saying]
both that it is manifest and that it is inexplicable is [using] the [incomprehensive] language

of Yak.as!”
69 IPV, vol. II, p. 180: brahma.as ced avidyayogo, na canyo’sti. avikalpaka. ca satya. vi¬

kalpakam asatyam iti kuto vibhago? bhasamanatvasyavise.at. bhasamano’pi bhedo badhita

iti ced abhedo’py evam, bhedabhasanena tasya badhat. viparitasa.vedanodaya eva hi
badho nanya. kascit. badho’pi ca bhasamanatvad eva san nanyata iti bhedo’pi bhasamana.
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least insofar as they are appearances. The constructed universe and the difference

that pervades it are manifest, and one must account for this manifestation
instead of discarding it as a pure and simple illusion.70

In contrast, the Pratyabhijña philosophers consider that the absolute
consciousness is indeed the creator of the phenomenal world and of its infinite
________________________________

katham avidya? bhasanam avadhiryagamaikaprama.ako’yam abheda iti ced agamo’pi
bhedatmaka evavastubhuta. pramat prama.aprameyavibhagas ceti na ki.cid etat. “If [the
Vedantin answers that nescience] belongs to the brahman, [then the brahman] is associated

with nescience, [which is impossible according to the Vedantin’s own principles]; and there

is no one else [– such as an individual – who could be associated with nescience]. And
where does [the Vedantin’s] distinction according to which whatever is not constructed
avikalpaka) is real satya), and whatever is constructed vikalpaka), unreal asatya), come

from? For [the constructed and the unconstructed] are both manifest bhasamana)! If [ the

Vedantin answers] that difference bheda), although manifest, is contradicted badhita), [we

will notice in turn that] the same applies to non-difference abheda), because it is
contradicted by the manifestation of difference; for the contradiction [of a cognition] is only the

arising of an opposed cognition, and nothing else. Moreover, [ the Vedantin himself
considers that] contradiction exists sat) from the very fact that it is manifest, and for no other

reason; so why should difference – which is also manifest – be nescience? If [the Vedantin],
refusing to take into account manifestation bhasana), [answers] that this non-difference has

as its sole means of knowledge scripture agama), [we will answer that] scripture as well,
insofar as it has difference as its essence and implies a distinction between the knowing
subject, the means of knowledge and the object to be known, is made unreal avastubhuta)

[by the Vedantin’s very reasoning]; therefore this [argument] is worthless.”
70 This principle according to which the unconstructed nirvikalpa, nirvikalpaka) must be

authentic or real as opposed to the constructed and therefore artificial world of transcendental)

imagination is actually found both in the Buddhist logicians’ works and in the

Advaita Vedanta. See for intance NB I, 4: according to Dharmakirti, only the most immediate

perception, which is “devoid of mental construction” kalpanapodha), is “not
erroneous” abhranta). In the same way, Ma..anamisra for instance considers that perception,

which is “devoid of mental construction” avikalpaka), gives us access to the “pure and

simple reality” vastumatra), whereas mental constructions that follow it only add to it
artificial features see e.g. BSi, p. 71: vastumatravi.aya. prathamam avikalpaka. pratyak.am,
tatpurvas tu vikalpabuddhayo vise.an avagahanta iti sarvapratyatmavedaniyam. “The first
perception pratyak.a), which is devoid of mental construction avikalpaka), has as its
object the pure and simple reality vastumatra), whereas the mental constructions that

follow it pervade particularities vise.a): everybody can experience this.”) Of course, this

similarity should not hide an important divergence: for Dharmakirti, perception grasps a

singular entity svalak.a.a), i.e., an entity so particular that it does not share any of its

features with anything else, and mental constructions produce generalities samanya);

whereas for Ma..anamisra, mental constructions produce particularities vise.a), thereby

hiding a reality that is so universal that it is perfectly devoid of any particularity.
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variety. Only this creation is not ultimately distinct from the creator: just as an
imagined object is nothing but the imagining consciousness taking the form of
the imagined object, in the same way, the world is nothing but the absolute

consciousness taking on an infinity of different forms. And this is possible only
if the essence of consciousness is not immutability which appears to the Saiva
non-dualists as a lack of power to change) but a fundamental freedom
svatantrya) – a freedom to manifest itself as what it is not without ceasing to be
oneself, exactly as an imagining consciousness playfully manifests itself as a

three-trunked elephant without ceasing to be a consciousness.71 From the
Pratyabhijña’s perspective, the mental activity through which the world is created is
neither impersonal nor inexplicable: it springs from the absolute consciousness,

because this consciousness is constantly engaged in a cosmic creative activity,
recreating the world pratik.a.am, “at every moment”, as Abhinavagupta was

saying at the end of his commentary on verse I, 6, 10.

6. Cosmogonic Imagination and the World’s Reality

One feature of the Pratyabhijña’s position is particularly worth noting: according
to Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, the very fact that consciousness thus freely
creates the world by taking its form involves the reality of the world. Thus,
while commenting on a verse where Utpaladeva states that action requires not
only a unitary consciousness but also a “will to act”,72 Abhinavagupta explains:

tasmad vastava. cidekatvam abhyupagamyapi tasya kart tvalak.a.a bhinnarupasamavesatmika

kriya nopapadyate; paramarsalak.a.a. tu svatantrya. yadi bhavati
tadopapadyate sarvam. paramarso hi cikir.arupeccha, tasya. ca sarvam antarbhuta.
nirmatavyam abhedakalpenasta ity ukta. svaminas catmasa.sthasyety atra. tena svatmarupam

eva visva. satyarupa. prakasatmataparamartham atru.itaprakasabhedam eva sat
prakasaparamarthenaiva bhedena prakasayati mahesvara iti tad evasyatidurgha.akarit¬

valak.a.a.
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svatantryam aisvaryam ucyate.73

71 On this peculiar feature that radically distinguishes consciousness from objects, see e.g.

RATIÉ 2007, pp. 353–354, fn. 82.

72 IPK II, 4, 20: vastave’pi cidekatve na syad abhasabhinnayo. / cikir.alak.a.aikatvapara¬
marsa. vina kriya // “Even though consciousness’s unity ekatva) is real vastava), there

can be no action in two [entities] differentiated by their manifestation without a grasp

paramarsa) of unity that consists in a will to act cikir.a).”
73 IPV, vol. II, pp. 180–181.
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Therefore, even if one admits that “consciousness’s unity is real”, its “action”, that is, its

agency kart tva), which consists in taking on “differentiated” forms, is not possible. On the

other hand, if [consciousness possesses] a freedom svatantrya) characterized as a grasp

paramarsa), then [consciousness’s action] is perfectly possible! 74 For a grasp paramarsa)

is a will iccha) consisting in a desire to act cikir.a), and in this [will], whatever is the

object of the creation nirmatavya) exists continuously aste) while being internal
antarbhuta) [and] while being as it were undifferentiated abhedakalpena) [ from consciousness]

– this is what [Utpaladeva has already] said in the [verse beginning with] svaminas
catmasa.sthasya […].75 Therefore the Great Lord mahesvara) manifests prakasayati) the
universe, which consists in nothing but Himself svatman), the nature of which is real satya),

which has as its ultimate reality its identity with the manifesting consciousness prakasa)

[and] which never ceases to be identical with the manifesting consciousness. [He manifests

this universe] through a differentiation bheda) that itself has as its ultimate reality the

manifesting consciousness. This is precisely what is called freedom svatantrya) or

sovereignty aisvarya) – [a sovereignty] characterized as being the agent of the most difficult
deeds.

The universe is real satya) precisely because it is the product of a cosmic
imagination. Abhinavagupta unfolds the paradox: the universe is nothing but
consciousness itself svatman) appearing as what it is not, that is, as differentiated
bhinna) whereas in fact it is absolutely one. And yet this differentiation is not

unreal, because the only reality is consciousness, and because the nature of
consciousness is to manifest itself; so that none of what is manifest can be

disregarded as unreal.76 The infinitely variegated universe is one of consciousness’s

74 Or: “then everything is possible!”
75 IPK I, 5, 10: svaminas catmasa.sthasya bhavajatasya bhasanam / asty eva na vina tasmad

icchamarsa. pravartate // “And there must be asty eva) a manifestation of all the objects

[as being] contained in the Lord’s Self; [for] if it were not the case, the grasp that is will
iccha) could not take place.” In his commentaries unfortunately too long to be quoted

here), Abhinavagupta explains that according to this verse, creative will involves the
manifestation of both the subject and the object, but that when thus willing to create, the subject

is still aware that the object already apprehended with all its distinguishing features) is not

ultimately different from the consciousness that grasps it. In this will, as Abhinavagupta
says here, the object of creation is thus manifested “while being as it were undifferentiated”
from the creating subject.

76 Thus according to Abhinavagupta, the Vedantins and the Dharmahirtian Buddhist, who both
contend that the phenomenal world is the result of some sort of mental construction, make

the same mistake when considering that either the difference or the identity pervading the

phenomenal world must be unreal since according to the former, only unity is real and “
unconstructed”, whereas according to the latter, only singularity is real and “unconstructed”).

They are both mistaken because they do not realize that consciousness’s absolute freedom

allows it to take the most contradictory forms without being shattered by this contradiction:
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ways of manifesting itself to itself rather than some illusion inexplicably floating

above the absolutely single reality, as in Advaita Vedanta, or the product of
some impersonal beginningless mechanism of residual traces, as the Buddhist
Vijñanavadins contend) because consciousness is, in its very essence, creativity.

Thus according to the Pratyabhijña, consciousness is not only the totality of
that which exists, but also the agent of all being, since to exist is in fact to
perform the act of existing:

ja.asyapy asti bhavatity asyam api sattakriyaya. bubhu.ayogena svatantryabhavad

akart tvam, tena pramataiva ta. bhavayati tena tena va himacaladina rupe.a sa bhavatity
atra paramartha..77

Even in this action of being sattakriya) [expressed with verbs in the form] “[ it] is asti)”,

“[it] exists bhavati)”, the insentient is not an agent kart because of its being devoid of

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385
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no phenomenon can be considered as devoid of reality, since any phenomenon is
consciousness manifesting itself. See e.g. IPV, vol. II, pp. 117–118: ihanuv tta. vyav tta. ca
cakasad *vastv ekatare.a [conj.: vastu katare.a KSTS, J, L, S1, S2, SOAS; p.n.p. P] vapu.a
na satyam ucyatam ubhayatrapi badhakabhavat; satyato hi yadi badhaka evaikatarasya syat

tat tadudaye sa eva bhaga. punarunmajjanasahi..utarahito vidyudvilaya. viliyeta, na

caivam. ata eva bhedabhedayor virodha. du.samartham abhimanyamanair ekair
avidyatvenanirvacyatvam, aparais cabhasalagnataya sa.v tatvam abhidadhadbhir atma paras ca
vañcita.. sa.vedanavisranta. tu dvayam api bhati sa.vedanasya svatantryat. *sarvasya hi

[Bhaskari, J: sarvasya KSTS, L, S1, S2, SOAS; p.n.p. P] tirasco’py etat svasa.veda¬

nasiddha. yat sa.vidantarvisrantam ekatam apadyamana. jalajvalanam apy aviruddham.

“In this [world], one cannot say about an entity that is manifest both while conforming
anuv tta) [to similar entities] and while being excluded vyav tta) [from entities that are

different from it] that it is real satya) in one of these forms only; because nothing
contradicts badhaka) any of these two [forms]. For if [one of them] really contradicted the

other, then, when the one [supposedly contradicting the other] arises, this precise aspect

[supposedly contradicted,] being deprived of the capacity to appear again, should vanish as a

flash of lightning vanishes – but it is not the case. For this very reason, some, who consider

that the contradiction between difference and identity is impossible to justify – [ i.e.,] that it
is inexplicable anirvacya) since it consists in nescience avidya) –, and others, who talk
about [its] ‘relative truth’ sa.v tatva) because it entirely rests on appearances abhasa),

have fooled themselves as well as the others. Rather, both of them, [identity and difference],
are manifest [ insofar as] they rest on consciousness, by virtue of consciousness’s freedom

svatantrya). For even water and fire, since they receive a unity [insofar as] they rest inside
consciousness, are not contradictory: this is established by [mere] self-consciousness for all
– even for an animal.”

77 V tti ad IPK II, 4, 20, pp. 60–61.
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freedom svatantrya), for [the action of being] implies a desire to be bubhu.a)78; therefore

here is the ultimate reality in this regard: it is the subject who makes the [insentient] be

bhavayati), or [it is the subject who] exists bhavati) in this or that form – the Himalaya for
instance.

To be or to exist are verbs; as any verb, according to the Sanskrit grammarians,

they denote an action kriya) – and as such, they imply a will to act cikir.a), but
the insentient is incapable of desire. Therefore properly speaking, things do not
exist bhavanti): the conscious subject makes them exist bhavayati). Some

learned reader could object that the great poet Kalidasa himself has chosen to

begin one of his most famous poems with the affirmation that the mountain
called Himalaya “is” asti), and in this first verse of the Kumarasa.bhava, the
mountain seems to be the agent of the action of being.79 However, Utpaladeva’s
lost Viv ti seems to have explained that this is just a poetic licence – or rather, a

metaphor upacara)80, and according to Abhinavagupta, Kalidasa himself points
out that this action of being in fact has consciousness as its agent when he

specifies that Himalaya “has as its Self a divinity” devatatma).81 As Utpaladeva

78 According to Abhinavagupta, the compound bubhu.ayogena can be understood in two com¬

plementary ways. Cf. IPVV, vol. III, p. 252: iyata v ttir ubhayatha gamita: bubhu.ayogena

yat svatantryam, tasyabhavat; ayogena ca ya. svatantryabhavas tata iti. “For this reason,

the V tti should be understood in both ways – as meaning, [on the one hand,] ‘[the insentient

is not the agent of the action of being], because of [its] absence of freedom, for [the action of
being] implies a desire to be bubhu.a-yogena)’, and [on the other hand], ‘[the insentient is

not the agent of the action of being], because of [ its] absence of freedom, since [ it] does not
possess [a desire to be] bubhu.a-a-yogena).”

79 See IPVV, vol. III, p. 248, where KS I, 1ab is quoted: nanu d ..a. ja.asya kart tvam asty

uttarasya. disi devatatma himalayo nama nagadhiraja iti. “[– An objector:] But [we] see

that the insentient [too] is the agent kart [of the action of being, in this verse for instance:]

‘There is asti), in the Northern area, a Supreme Lord of the mountains, named Himalaya,
who has as its Self a divinity’!”

80 See IPVV, vol. III, p. 252: nanv eva. himavan astiti katham? aha kart topacaras tv iti. “[–
An objector:] But if it is the case, how can [Kalidasa say] that the Himalaya ‘exists’? [
Utpaladeva] answers [with the sentence beginning with:] ‘however, the metaphor upacara) of
agency […]’.” The Pratyabhijña philosophers consider that in general, agency cannot belong

to insentients, so that they are only spoken of as agents metaphorically cf. RATIÉ 2007, p.

353); for the same reason, they can “be” – i.e., be the agents of being – only in a metaphorical

way: in fact, consciousness makes them be.

81 See IPVV, vol. III, p. 248, where, answering the objection, Utpaladeva states that the agent

of the action including the action of being) must be the conscious subject pramat and not
an insentient entity ja.a); Abhinavagupta then adds: etad abhimatam eva sarasvatasya
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says in his V tti, it is the conscious subject who makes things exist bhavayati)
or performs the action of existing bhavati) in this or that differentiated form:
Himalaya is nothing but consciousness performing the action of being the Himalaya.

The Pratyabhijña philosophers thus oppose to the monistic ontology of
Advaita Vedanta a dynamic ontology that reveals action at the core of being.
Commenting on a verse of Utpaladeva according to which “the Lord possesses

being satta), bliss ananda), action kriya),”82 Abhinavagupta develops the idea
according to which to be is to act or to be the agent of the action of existing
bhavanakart ta) – an action that is nothing but the bliss of being aware of one’s

own freedom. 83 Similarly, Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta designate consciousness

as “the Great Being” mahasatta) – a notion that they borrow from
Bhart hari –84 because consciousness’s being is not the existence of this or that
particular entity, but the freedom to be in the form of all entities – including
nonbeing,

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385

85 as Utpaladeva explains in his V tti:

________________________________

devatatmeti visayata.. “It is precisely the opinion of the divinely inspired [poet, since he]
specifies [in his verse that Himalaya] ‘has as its Self a divinity’.”

82 See the beginning of IPK IV, 6: sattananda. kriya patyu.
83 IPV, vol. II, p. 257: tasya visvapater ya satta bhavanakart ta sphurattarupa purva. vya¬

khyata sa sphuratta mahasattety atra, saiva prakasasya vimarsavyatirekad
vimarsatmakacamatkararupa sati kriyasaktir ucyate, paraunmukhyatyagena svatmavisrantirupatvac ca

saivananda., tad eva. bhagavatas cidatmatayaiveyadrupata. “This Lord of the universe
possesses ‘being’ satta), [i.e.] the agency as regards the action of existing bhavanakart ta)
which consists in a shining forth sphuratta) already described in [verse I, 5, 14, beginning

with] ‘it is the shining forth, the Great Being mahasatta) […]’. Because [this being] is

nothing more than the grasp vimarsa) of the manifesting consciousness prakasa), it is what

[we] call ‘the power of action’ kriyasakti), insofar as [this power] consists in a wonder that
is a grasp vimarsa); it is also this same [being] that is bliss ananda), because it consists in
resting in oneself svatmavisranti) insofar as it abandons any intentionality with respect to
any Other paraunmukhya). Thus the Lord, precisely because it consists in nothing but
consciousness, is nothing but this: [being, bliss, action].”

84 See TORELLA 2002, n. 29, p. 121. On Bhart hari’s influence on Utpaladeva, see TORELLA

2008.

85 See IPK I, 5, 14 sa sphuratta mahasatta desakalavise.i.i / sai.a sarataya prokta h daya.
parame..hina. // “[Consciousness’s grasp vimarsa)] is a shining forth sphuratta); it is the

Great Being mahasatta) particularized neither by place nor by time; it is said to be the heart

of the Supreme Lord because it is His essence”) and Abhinavagupta’s commentary on

mahasatta in IPV, vol. I, pp. 209–210: satta ca bhavanakart ta sarvakriyasu svatantryam.

sa ca khapu.padikam api vyapnotiti mahati. “And Being satta) is the agency of the action

of being bhavanakart ta) – [i. e.,] it is freedom svatantrya) in all actions. And this [Being]
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sphuradrupata sphura.akart tabhavapratiyoginy abhavavyapini satta bhavatta bhavanakart

ta nitya desakalasparsat saiva pratyavamarsatma citikriyasakti..86

[The shining forth, sphuratta),87 i.e.], the fact of having one’s form shining forth
sphuradrupata), is the agency as regards the act of shining forth sphura.akart ta); it is the being
satta) that is not the contrary pratiyogin) of non-being abhava), [because] it pervades

non-being as well; it is existence bhavatta), which is the agency as regards the act of
existing bhavanakart ta), [and] which is eternal because its devoid of any contact with
place and time; this is the power of action of consciousness citikriyasakti) that consists in

grasping pratyavamarsa).

Being pervades everything – including non-being. For non-being exists insofar
as it is an object for consciousness: we can talk about the flower in the sky
because consciousness makes it exist as a non-being. The Great Being, or being in
the absolute sense, is the fact – or rather, the act – of being manifest
prakasamanata); and this act transcends the conceptual contradiction between the

contraries pratiyogin) of being and non-being by making this very contradiction
manifest,88 just as it transcends time and space while pervading all moments and

________________________________

is said to be Great mahati) because it pervades even the flower in the sky for instance.” The

flower in the sky as the son of a barren woman or the hare’s horn) is a canonical example of
non-existent object.

86 V tti, p. 23.

87 On this word identified by Utpaladeva with “the Great Being”: see above, fn. 83), cf.
TORELLA 2002, fn. 31, p. XXIII: with the root sphur-, “the light is enriched by a ‘vibrant’,
dynamic, connotation – which makes it into the intersection point with the doctrine of the

Spanda.”

88 See IPVV, vol. II, p. 201: nanv abhavo bhavasya pratiyogi. satya. bahi.sadbhavasya, na tu
prakasamanataya.. taya hi vina pratiyogitaiva kasya? “[– An objector:] But non-being
abhava) is the contrary pratiyogin) of being bhava)! [– Abhinavagupta:] True: [non-being

is the contrary] of that being which exists externally; but not of [that being which consists

in] being manifest prakasamanata); for without that one, to whom could the very property

of being a contrary belong?” On the fact that consciousness, because it is an act of
manifestation and not just a manifested entity, transcends the contradiction that it makes exist by
manifesting it, cf. IPV, vol. II, pp. 15–16: na caitad vacyam: ekasvarupasya katham anyad

anyad rupam iti? yato nasau kascid bhavo ya eva. vikalpyate; sa.vid eva hi tatha bhati,
tathabhasanam eva casya aisvaryam, na hi bhasane virodha. kascit prabhavati.“And one
cannot object this: ‘how can that which has a unitary nature ekasvarupa) possess constantly

different forms anyad anyat)?’, because it is not just some entity bhava) that is thus being

imagined; for it is consciousness itself that is manifest thus. And to be manifest thus is

nothing but the sovereignty aisvarya) of [consciousness], for no contradiction virodha) can

exert its power as regards manifestation bhasana) [itself, as opposed to the manifested].”
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places.89 This being in the absolute sense is not a static substance: it is neither an
entity nor a state both words that might translate the Sanskrit bhava), but rather,
the pure dynamism at the source of all acts – “the freedom in all acts”
sarvakriyasu svatantryam) as Abhinavagupta puts it. This freedom equated with “the
agency as regards the act of existing” bhavanakart ta) seems to echo the notion
of bhavana (“the bringing into being”) which plays such an important role in
Bhart hari’s philosophy of language90 as a kind of linguistic potentiality and

which – again – can be described as some kind of imaginative power.91

We are now able to understand the full extent of Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta’s

statement that the experience of imagination can be a path towards
Recognition: imagination enables the subject lost in sa.sara to enjoy the
universal consciousness’s creative freedom – and to experience this creativity as the
wondrous power to make oneself what one is not without ceasing to be oneself.

Thus, commenting on a verse by Utpaladeva according to which consciousness

transforms itself into an object of knowledge while the object remains
ontologically dependent of consciousness,92 Abhinavagupta explains that conscious-

89 Thus, commenting on the compound desakalavise.i.i (“who is particularized neither by
space nor time”) that qualifies mahasatta in IPK I, 5, 14, Abhinavagupta explains IPV, vol.
I, pp. 210–211): desakalau niladivat saiva s jatiti tabhya. vise.a.iya na bhavati. yat kila
yena tulyakak.yataya bhati tat tasya vise.a.a. ka.aka iva caitrasya. na ca desakalau

vimarsena tulyakak.yau bhatas tayor idantaya tasya cahantaya prakase tulyakak.yatva¬

nupapatte.. eva. desakalasparsad vibhutva. nityatva. ca, sakaladesakalasparso’pi

tannirma.ayogad iti tato’pi vyapakatvanityatve. “[Being] can be particularized neither by
space nor time, because it itself creates them as [ it creates objects such as] the blue, etc.

[For] only that which is manifest on a similar plane tulyakak.yataya) with [something else]

particularizes this [other thing], as Caitra’s bracelet [particularizes Caitra as being a brace-let-

bearer]; and space and time are not manifest on a similar plane with [consciousness’s]

grasp vimarsa), because the manifestation of [space and time, which occurs] objectively
idantaya), and [the manifestation] of this [grasp, which occurs] subjectively ahantaya),

could not be on a similar plane. Thus [being] possesses omnipresence and eternity because it
is devoid of any contact with space and time – but all places and times are in contact [with
being], because they are associated [to it] insofar as it creates them; consequently, for this
reason too, it possesses omnipresence and eternity.”

90 See SHULMAN 2001, pp. 204–208.

91 See e.g. SHULMAN 2008, p. 482.

92 IPK I, 5, 15: atmanam ata evaya. jñeyikuryat p thaksthiti / jñeya. na tu tadaunmukhyat

kha..yetasya svatantrata // “For this very reason, [consciousness] must make itself an
object of knowledge atmanam...jñeyikuryat); nonetheless, the object of knowledge jñeya) has

no separate existence – [otherwise consciousness]’s freedom svatantrata) would be ruined,
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ness “makes itself an object of knowledge” svatmanam […] jñeyikaroti)
although in fact it is not an insentient object of knowledge jñeya), but only a

knowing subject or agent jñat because consciousness is free to become aware

of itself as this or that particular object without ceasing to be consciousness. 93

Bhaskaraka..ha in turn explains that consciousness’s power of presenting itself
as what it is not without ceasing to be itself is a joyful play kri.a) in which
consciousness relishes its own powers;94 and this definition could equally apply
to the individual subject’s imaginative activity. For ultimately, the freedom that

Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta invite us to notice in the latter is nothing but the

freedom of grasping vimarsa) through which consciousness becomes aware of
itself as […] i.e., as itself, or as the countless objects that it creates by taking
their form) – a freedom so absolute that it transcends even the boundaries of
identity and non-contradiction,95 and that it is even capable of presenting itself as

alienated. The individual subjects experience suffering and alienation only inso-

________________________________

because of [consciousness’s] intentionality as regards this [object].” For an examination of
Abhinavagupta’s commentaries on this verse see RATIÉ forthcoming.

93 IPV, vol. I, pp. 214–215: prakasatma paramesvara. svatmana. jñatrekarupatvad ajñeyam

api jñeyikarotiti yat sa.bhavyate kara.antarasyanupapatter darsitatvad d .hena sa.-
bhavananumanena,*tad ata eva [Bhaskari, J, P: tata eva KSTS, L, S1, S2, SOAS]

vimarsasaktilak.a.at kart tvad dhetor bhavati; yato hy ayam atmana. param sati tato

visvanirbharatvat tatha niladitvena cakasti. “The Supreme Lord paramesvara), whose Self
is the manifesting consciousness prakasa), ‘makes himself an object of knowledge’
svatmanam […] jñeyikaroti), although he is not an object of knowledge ajñeya), because

he is only a knowing subject jñat This [ thesis, first] stated as a hypothesis because [we]
have shown the impossibility of any other cause [of the universe] through a firm
hypothetical inference, is [now fully] established for this reason: the agency kart tva) consisting

in the power of grasping vimarsasakti); for it is precisely because this [Lord] grasps himself
atmana. param sati) [as himself] that, because he is full of the universe, he manifests

himself as being the blue and [any other object].”
94 Bhaskari, vol. I, p. 268: jñeyikaroti – ajñeya. sat svaya. svasaktyasvadanarupakri.artha.

jñeyataya bhasayati. “[The Lord] ‘makes himself an object of knowledge jñeyikaroti) –

[i.e.,] although he is not an object of knowledge, he manifests Himself svayam) as an object

of knowledge, for the sake of playing kri.artha.) – [a play] that consists in relishing
asvadana) his own powers sakti).”

95 IPV, vol. I, p. 205: vimarso hi sarva.saha. param apy atmikaroty atmana. ca parikaroty
ubhayam ekikaroty ekik ta. dvayam api nyagbhavayatity eva.svabhava.. “For [consciousness’s]

grasp vimarsa), which is capable of bearing anything sarva.saha), has such a

nature that it transforms into itself atmikaroti) even that which is other para), and that it
transforms itself atman) into another parikaroti); that it makes them one and the same

entity, and that it negates their unified couple.”
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far as the absolutely free and blissful consciousness plays at manifesting itself as

suffering and alienated – and plays at believing that it suffers and that it is
alienated: thus Abhinavagupta compares the universe to a theatre play na.ya),
and the absolute consciousness to an actor na.aka) “who does not cease to rest

in his own nature” while playing this or that role.96

This playful aspect of imagination also constitutes its most paradoxical
feature: on the one hand, in it consciousness manages to fool itself so to speak;

for we do believe to some extent in the independent reality of the creations of
our day-dreamings, or in the fictions that we encounter in poetry or theatre –
otherwise we would remain perfectly indifferent to them, and we would be
incapable of enjoying the stories that we tell ourselves or that the others tell us. On
the other hand though, consciousness always remains conscious that its imaginary

creations are nothing but imaginary creations: imagination involves the
awareness that one is imagining, although it also involves a capacity to playfully
forget this awareness. According to Abhinavagupta, this mysterious power
involved in any act of imagination is, again, nothing but the absolute consciousness’s

freedom. Thus, in the TA, after asking how consciousness, which is pure
subjectivity, can present itself as a mere object of consciousness, Abhinavagutpa
adds:

ucyate svatmasa.vitti. svabhavad eva nirbhara / nasyam apasya. nadheya. ki.cid ity
udita. pura // ki.tu durgha.akaritvat svacchandyan nirmalad asau / svatmapracchadanakri.apa..ita.

paramesvara. // anav tte svarupe’pi yad atmacchadana. vibho. / saiva

maya yato bheda etavan visvav ttika. //97

[To this objection, we] answer that self-consciousness svatmasa.vitti) remains full because

of its very nature; [we] have [already] stated before that nothing can be substracted nor

added from it. However, because it is the agent of the most difficult deeds durgha.akarin),
because of its pure freedom svacchandya), this Highest Lord paramesvara) [which is
consciousness] is skillful at the play kri.a) [consisting in] dissimulating oneself svatmapracchadana).

Dissimulating oneself atmacchadana) whereas one’s own nature remains

unveiled anav tta): this is precisely the Omnipresent Lord’s maya from which comes all
this difference existing throughout the universe.

Just like the individual subject’s imagining consciousness, the absolute
consciousness is capable of playfully ignoring its own nature while it gets engrossed

in its own creation, and this wondrous power of maya through which conscious-

96 See IPVV, vol. III, p. 244, quoted and translated in RATIÉ 2009.

97 TA 4, 9–11.
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ness throws itself in some kind of distraction or torpor moha)98 is the source of
the phenomenal universe – which is not to say that the phenomenal universe is
an illusion: it is perfectly real insofar as it is a manifestation of consciousness,

and it is erroneous bhranta) only when grasped as an entity independent of
consciousness – i.e., only when it is not apprehended as the product of
consciousness’s sovereign power of imagination.

7. Concluding Remarks

Indian philosophy as a whole tends to devaluate imagination. Thus Advaita
Vedanta or the Vijñanavada see it as the very root of all alienation and suffering

98 On this quite untranslatable) notion of moha, see e.g. IPK I, 1, 3, quoted in RATIÉ 2006, p.

98; cf. RATIÉ 2007, pp. 359–362 and 367 for other passages mentioning it. The term does not

denote a mere ignorance, but rather, a knowledge that is erroneous cf. IPVV, vol. III, p.

166: mohasya mithyajñanasya...) because it does not recognize its object as what it really is
the French “méconnaissance” is probably not a bad equivalent). However the Sanskrit term

is full of connotations that no European language seems able to suggest with a single word:
moha is a kind of paralysis of consciousness – a state of torpor or hebetude in which
consciousness is incapable of grasping itself the term also designates a fainting fit or a coma),

but it is also a state of confusion, as well as anything such as a veil or a screen) that
conceals or obscures; finally, it is the bewilderment in front of something marvellous, and

the magic art used so as to stupefy an enemy. Abhinavagupta claims that consciousness’s

power of stupefying oneself without losing one’s self-awareness is not at all “inexplicable”,
contrary to the Vedantins’ contention, precisely because it is nothing but consciousness’s

sovereign freedom. See e.g. IPVV, vol. III, p. 80: pasupramat .am akhyatirupo moha..
kara.a. casyesvarasaktir iti svarupata. kara.atas ca nirvacyataiva. na khalv anirvacyakara.

kascid avidyatma moho’vastutvenasyeyadvaicitryaprathanasamarthyasa.bhavat
sa.bhave va pur.am eva vastutva. nanirvacyata. “Distraction moha) consists in an

incomplete manifestation akhyati) [of the nature of the Self] for alienated subjects pasupramat

And its cause is the power of the Lord isvarasakti); it is therefore perfectly
explicable nirvacya) both as regards its nature and as regards its cause. This distraction
moha) is not at all some inexplicable appearance anirvacyakara) consisting in some

nescience avidya), because it could not have the power to manifest such a diversity if it were

not real vastu); and since it can [use this power], it is fully real, and it is not inexplicable.”
On the meaning of akhyati here, see IPV, vol. II, p. 113: apur.akhyatirupakhya eva

bhrantitattvam. “The essence of error is akhyati, that is, [not an absence of manifestation,

but] a manifestation khyati) that is incomplete a- apur.a).” Cf. Bhaskari, vol. II, p. 123:
i.adarthe’tra nañ na tv abhave. “In the [compound akhyati], the negation [prefix] has the

meaning of ‘partial’ i.at), and not that of ‘absence’ abhava).”

AS/EA LXIV•2•2010, S. 341–385



UTPALADEVA AND ABHINAVAGUPTA ON IMAGINATION 379

insofar as it supposedly produces an artificial or “constructed” world which
conceals reality. As for the Brahmanical thinkers who regard the phenomenal

world as a real entity existing independently of consciousness, they seem to

consider imagination as profoundly misleading insofar as it presents itself as an
activity of creation ex nihilo, whereas in fact it is entirely determined by latent
traces; it thus induces the wrong belief that consciousness can manifest a world
of its own, and it illegitimately casts a metaphysical doubt on the external
world’s reality. The Pratyabhijña philosophers agree with the Vedantins and

Vijñanavadins that some kind of transcendental imagination is the root of alienation:

according to Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, individual subjects suffer and

are subjected to various determinisms that they do not control only because they

imagine that they are suffering and alienated, whereas in fact they are all nothing

but the free and blissful universal consciousness.99 However, this universal
consciousness thus imagines itself to be the various individual subjects only
because imagination is consciousness’ freedom svatantrya) – a freedom so
absolute that consciousness can choose to conceal or ignore its own freedom in
some kind of mysterious distraction whereby it ceases to pay attention to its own
nature, in spite of the fact that this nature is ever manifest. In IPK I, 6, 10–11 and

their commentaries, Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta therefore endeavour to show
that when imagining, the individual subject experiences the same limitless freedom

that characterizes the universal consciousness: not only is his or her
imagination a free combination yojana) of various elements previously perceived; it
is also capable of a genuine creation and not only of a mere rearrangement of
pre-existing elements), since the imagined object is much more than the simple
collection of these elements. By grasping the imagined object as a singular
whole, the imagining consciousness profoundly transforms the already perceived
constituents, giving rise to a new nava) entity. Because its essence is vimarsa,
the power to playfully grasps itself as what it is not without ceasing to be what it
is, the individual subject’s imagination constitutes a path towards the full
metaphysical liberation which consists in the Recognition pratyabhijña) that one is

not a subject limited by time and space and bound to sa.sara, but the universal
consciousness that playfully grasps itself in the form of the phenomenal world –
hence Abhinavagupta’s beautiful oxymoron of the “freedom of the alienated
subject” paso. svatantryam) 100 when talking about the individual subject’s
imagination: the alienated subject pasu) can recognize himself as the Lord
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pati) because when he imagining, he or she also experiences in the most

immediate way the creativity at the source of all phenomenal variety.
Admittedly, towards the end of the treatise, Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta

outline the limits of the individual subject’s imagination that they seem to stretch
almost infinitely in the texts examined here. Thus in the last section, they
emphasize that the individual subject’s creation is still limited, not only because

however new, this creation requires the existence of elementary phenomena

abhasa), 101 but also because it rests on the power of mental construction
vikalpasakti) which in turn rests on an activity of exclusion apoha, apohana)

through which the individual grasps himself as being identical with one

particular object only such as his body) to the exclusion of everything else.102

His imaginary creations are therefore determined to a certain extent by this
identification, so that they are not common sadhara.a) to all subjects, but confined
to each individual: although we can communicate to others our imaginary creations

through the mediation of language, visual arts, etc.), we cannot share them
with the others as we can share the perception of this or that object: their immediate

apprehension remains inaccessible to other individuals.103

101 See e.g. IPV, vol. II, pp. 264–265 or IPVV, vol. III, p. 381, both quoted above.

102 See IPK IV, 8: te tu bhinnavabhasartha. prakalpya. pratyagatmana. / tattadvibhinna¬

sa.jñabhi. sm tyutprek.adigocare // “But for the individual self, in the realm of memory,

fancy, etc., the objects, the manifestations of which are separated, are constructed
prakalpya) through various distinct names.” Abhinavagupta who specifies that “the realm of
memory, fancy, etc.” includes imaginary constructions: see IPV, vol. II, p. 263: smara.a
utprek.a.e sa.kalpane’nyatranyatra ca vikalpayoge, “in memory, in fancy, in imaginary

construction sa.kalpa), and wherever there is an association with a mental construction”)
explains thus the gist of the verse Ibid.): etad ukta. bhavati: isvarasya vikalpatmakatam

antare.a suddhavimarsavi.ayibhavya artha., pasos tv anyonyapohanahevakini vikalpe

samaru..as te’rtha bhavanti, sa.sarikahanadanadivyavaharopayogad iti. “Here is what

[Utpaladeva] means: for the Lord, objects must be apprehended by a grasp that is pure

suddhavimarsa), without consisting in a mental construction vikalpa); whereas for the

alienated subject pasu), these objects exist while resting on a mental construction that is
engrossed by hevakin) mutual exclusion anyonyapohana), because [they] are useful in the
mundane activities of those who transmigrate, such as rejecting, giving, etc.”

103 See IPK IV, 9: tasyasadhara.i s ..ir isas ..yupajivini / sai.apy ajñataya [corr. TORELLA

2002 ajñataya KSTS, Bhaskari, J, L, S1, S2, SOAS] satyaivesasaktya tadatmana. // “This

same creation s ..i) of the [individual subject] whose Self is the [Lord] is not common

asadhara.i) [ to other subjects and] depends on the creation of the Lord; it is real thanks to

the power of the Lord, although [the individual subject] does not know [this power].” Cf.
IPV, vol. II, p. 263: pasukart ka s ..is te.am arthanam isvaras ..anam uparivartini, ata eva

tam isvaras ..im upajivanty asadhara.i pratipramat niyata. “The creation s ..i) having as
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However, the goal of Recognition is precisely to resorb this difference so as

to attain a state where the subject’s imagination is perfectly free of any kind of
boundary or determination: the individual’s imagination is limited only insofar
as he imagines it to be limited, and the individual is not alienated because of
imagination, but because he does not realize the full extent of his power of
imagination. Utpaladeva therefore claims that someone who has fully realized
his identity with the absolute consciousness knows and creates objects at will,104

probably as these yogins whom he believes to be capable of creating at will and

without any material cause objects that become perceptible to everybody:105 in
the Pratyabhijña, liberation seems to amount to an infinite expansion of imagination

– or rather, to the realization that one’s imagination is infinite.
Paradoxically though, this identification of the phenomenal world with an imaginary
creation does not lead at all to some illusionistic theory. The various perceived
entities could be considered as unreal only if the absolute consciousness
produced them while disregarding or concealing an external reality; but according
to the Pratyabhijña philosophers, since they are created by a dynamic consciousness

which constitutes the only reality and which freely chooses to appear in
their form, they are an aspect of reality: the world is real precisely because it is
imagined.
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