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Abstract: Although discernible, if only impressionistically, to most who have read
commentaries along with Sanskrit kavya, links between features of everyday
communication and the commentarial format merit an explicit highlighting,
especially with respect to their mutual utilization of metalanguage to effectively
convey intended messages on a semantic and pragmatic level. Traditional and
modern scholars who have reflected upon and practiced interpretation, particu-
larly scriptural hermeneutics and grammatical analysis, have brought wide
attention to the varied metalinguistic devices and cultural pragmatics that go into
shaping a commentarial tradition of cherished foundational works on Veda,
buddhavacana, Jain siitra, vyakarana, and any number of traditions of philo-
sophical $astra. This paper builds on some of this reflection to specifically address
metalinguistic features that characterize the kavya commentary in Sanskrit.
Among these features include discursive processes to underscore complex se-
mantic sense in poetry as well as to reproduce or reveal pragmatic interactive
contexts within which kavya is read.

Keywords: commentary; communication; kavya; metalanguage; Sanskrit

As is true of commentaries in every genre of Sanskrit, the kavya commentary—like
a poem, in a more oblique way—is a message between a sender and a receiver. The
commentary is, of course, not an everyday communication since it is, first of all,
formally stylized and specialized as well as artifactual. And yet, alongside the
semantic and pragmatic aspects of everyday communication, the metasemantic
and metapragmatic features that characterize ordinary social discourse also
strikingly resonate with the commentarial act, implying interactional situations
that move beyond the artificial communique between a commentator and an
implied reader to perhaps point to more informal interactions between teachers
and students or critics and audiences that must have existed in real time over the
centuries. It may appear obvious to most who have read commentaries that the
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source-gloss unit comprises a complex one-way communication (and perhaps an
implied dialogue) between two (or more) individuals, much in the way that ordi-
nary communications between senders and receivers function in non-textual sit-
uations. In both cases, one party decodes a message and the more closely they can
approximate that code, the more information they obtain. As with everyday
communication so too with the kd@vya, meaning forms through interpretation, and
just as metalanguage gives meaning to everyday discourse so too does the com-
mentary enhance kdvya’s sensibility to a receiver. The commentary, therefore,
does not necessarily add to the kavya’s content but it does make sense of the poem
by decoding its content.

Both types of metalinguistic communication, the ordinary and the artificial,
thus share features like pluralistic voicing that need to be skillfully aligned,
interactive contexts within which communication occurs, tonal aspects in narra-
tive/recitation, and ultimately meaning-making objectives (semantic and prag-
matic) that encompass both routinized cultural practices and more technical
pedagogical skills like the ability to read complexity in and into the kavya. In
everyday spoken contexts, metalanguage is utilized by the speaker in the reporting
of information, or contributing an allusion within a statement, citing or referencing
what someone else said, using a proper name to serve as a code between the
speaker and receiver for a host of intended senses, etc. To make themselves clear,
speakers use synonyms and often translate in other words what they initially said
with an economy of expression, often employing as transitions what socio-
linguists call “shifters,” a direct application of a particular quality or feature that
distinguishes one idea or possible interpretation from another; in Sanskrit, shifts
are often indicated with phrases like atha va, yadva, param tu, etc. These shifters,
in turn, are constantly shifting.

As a connective pathway, one may explore the ways in which basic principles of
interactional everyday discourse are transplanted, albeit in a more stylized manner,
in formal commentarial discourse as well. Synonyms and intralingual translations,
for instance, are common interlinear features of glossing conventions; shifter words
are prevalent; and deictic allusions and references are ubiquitous. The commentary
allows the root text to be remapped psychologically and sociologically. With ordi-
nary language transfers in the form of writing, the commentary’s paraphrasing
practices help to reconstruct or create the physical conditions of the kavya as a
communicative act, whose radius thus expands the spread of the kavya’s commu-
nication and shrinks the requirement that kavya be accessed, discussed, appreciated
and enjoyed within small circles of performance. The expansive spread of kavya
commentaries across time and geographical space attests to this.

In manuscript or print, the kavya and its commentary usually appear inter-
twined, with the poem and its gloss paired to be read or studied together in



DE GRUYTER The literary commentary in Sanskrit == 625

classroom contexts. While it is unlikely that the standard gloss-commentary ({tka)
format that highlights syntax reconstruction can be meaningfully read in the
absence of the root text (miila) except perhaps as a comprehensible set of
disconnected units, modern publications almost invariably treat the Sanskrit
source and commentary (if one is available) as one unit, sometimes supplemented
with a sub-commentary in Sanskrit or in a modern Indian language, like Hindi or
Telugu. However, notwithstanding the interconnected relationship the two have
with the singular event of reading the kavya, it bears stating that the experience of
the commentary nevertheless exists outside of the experience of the kavya—
especially the mahakavya and the expanded literary drama (nataka or prakarana).
This is especially the case when the two co-texts (poem and commentary) yield a
different understanding when taken individually but come together to convey a
more complex message when read together. In this way, just as in everyday
communication, where there are particular semantic and pragmatic consider-
ations that exist in the actual utterances and similar metasemantic and meta-
pragmatic socio-cultural discourses outside of the utterances to produce subtler
and more multifaceted significance, one may argue that the commentary’s ob-
jectives, operational procedures, and metasemantic codes ultimately embody a
similar type of discourse. Reflecting on commentary as a metalinguistic discourse
akin to everyday communication, therefore, may assist in not only reconstructing
actual scenes of reading that occurred in the past but also promote reflection on
how kavya continues to be read.

Most readers of Sanskrit literature intimately understand kavya commentary’s
indexing function to frame, organize, and guide the root text toward a particular
understanding. In addition to paraphrase and direct glosses of words, it reorders
and sequences the poem’s words by employing a variety of operations that consist
of either asking and answering simple questions or directly disambiguating syn-
tactical relations between words, occasionally prefacing each verse with a general
explanatory passage (avatarana) or providing technical analysis of grammatical
complexes and quotes from Sanskrit dictionaries. Such being the case, com-
mentary’s metalinguistic relationship with the linguistic aspects of the poem (its
grammar, structural form and meaning) begins with metasemantic awareness
before shifting to the metapragmatic. The commentary ultimately negotiates an
interface of linguistic textuality and socio-cultural praxis, which include tempo-
rally and spatially localized pedagogical and institutional needs (usually focused
on correctness of understanding) but extends to effect more imaginative man-
agement of co-texts within the poem and new pockets of significance and social
roles outside of the poem, which usually entail the verbally playful, aesthetic,
emotional, philosophical, and religious dimensions that the mere verbal signs do
not readily index without mediation. While perhaps not explicitly indicating them
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within the commentarial format, commentators indicate these aspects of index-
icality as essential properties of the poet’s creativity and deployment of linguistic
signs. The presentation of options for understanding these signs—arguably forged
in discursive interactions that undergird the artifactual form of the commentary—
comprise some of the metapragmatic conventions of the kavya commentary.

Although literary-commentarial operations ultimately develop out of pro-
cedures developed in the vyakarana and mimamsa traditions, the metalanguage
of the kavya commentary necessarily diverges from both of these traditions on
account of a difference in objective. Whereas the Paninian method is to derive the
semantic meaning without interest in the sentence (the outcome of that deriva-
tion), mimamsa approaches pragmatically locate the ways in which a singular
utterance in a ritual context serves a singular purpose, thus reconstructing a
comprehensive and wholly expected meaning. In some places, when more than a
singular gloss of a word is given, kavya commentaries generally follow the
grammarian’s procedure and sort out potential ambiguities by first giving the most
common sense of the word, followed by the more exceptional sense that is likely
the intended sense in the verse. This is, in some ways, similar to philosophical and
scriptural commentaries, which also often treat individual words prior to moving
to larger contexts, the important difference being that the kdvya commentary’s arc
does not culminate—with notable exceptions—in doctrinaire readings, criticism,
or argument.’

The stated objectives of the kavya commentary are sometimes invoked with the
Nyayakosa’s well-known snapshot of a perhaps older self-representation of what
the commentary does. Its encapsulation of commentarial explanations into five
categories (word-division; stating the meanings of the words; grammatical anal-
ysis of compounds and other forms; construing the sentence’s syntax; answering
objections/stating the intended meaning)? highlights a metalinguistic awareness
that reflects on the features of a kavya text. This includes, as the Nyayakosa

1 For a commentary that does prioritize an overarching context of significance over and above a
sustained focus on just the lexical and syntactic elements, see Y. Bronner’s essay on Ravicandra’s
Kamada commentary (of unknown date) on the Amarusatakam [Bronner, Yigal (1998). “Double-
bodied Poet, Double-bodied Poem: Ravicandra’s Commentary on the Amarusatakam and the Rules
of Sanskrit Literary Interpretation.” Journal of Indian Philosophy, vol. 26, No. 3, pp. 233-261.]. I
thank both editors of the present volume for this and other suggestions for consideration
throughout this essay.

2 Under the entry for vyakhyanam, the Nydyako$a reads: pada-cchedah padarthoktir vigraho
vakya-yojand/aksepesu samadhanam vyakhyanam parica-laksanam//(Jhalakikar 1928: 828). An
alternative version is also attested: pada-cchedo ’nvayokti§ ca samasadi-vivecanam/padartha-
bodhas tatparyam vyakhyanavayava-paricakam//(Roodbergen 1984: 2). See also Klebanov 2020:
523-590 for a thoroughgoing structural analysis of commentarial functions.
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formulation implies, distinguishing layers of semantic meaning, identifying
various forms of word play and implied senses, and reordering into conventional
syntax what is peculiarly staged for poetic effect. The metasemantics of the com-
mentary assist with and sharpen language and literary skill acquisition in degrees
of scale and sophistication. Over and above the standard word-for-word glosses,
the kavya commentator aptly demonstrates a skill to expand the gloss-centered
denotational text.

For example, in Nardyana’s sixteenth-century Prakdsa commentary, on
Naisadhiyacaritam 11.42, the conceit formulated by the commentator is that Goddess
Laksmi’s suspicion has been aroused by observing Damayanti’s beauty, as she
worries that her own husband Lord Visnu will leave her to be with the human
woman. The poet Sriharsa merely suggests that the goddess has a suspicion: tvad-
ripa-sampad-avalokana-jata-Sankd; however, it is left to the commentator Narayana
to flesh out the implication: “If that Visnu sees her, then leaving me, he will fall in
love with her” (ayam $rivisnur imam ced draksyati tarhi mam vihayasyam anurakto
bhavisyati).> Similarly the fifteenth-century commentator Raghavabhatta, on
Sakuntalam 1.32, expands Dusyanta’s assessment of his own mental state—where he
simply says that while his body goes forward (gacchati purah Sariram), backwards
turns his disconcerted heart (asamstutam cetah). Here, the commentator insightfully
elaborates that “by this [statement], the implication is that because of his heart’s
emptiness [separated from Sakuntala], his body is like a piece of wood being carried
off by another” (anaya ca hrdaya-Siinyatvat parena niyamana-kasta-tulyatvam Sar-
iram iti dhvanitam).* As is evident in these examples, when commentators do elab-
orate, it virtually never concerns criticism or even significance, but rather evermore
specific meanings, giving context and interpretation through semantic analysis.

Commentaries work with surfaces and depths, with oblique senses and
transparent ones, with what is made explicit and what is suggested. Determining
word-references and their relations with each other constitute the explicit work of
commentaries to fulfill an understanding of the essential speech act. It is what they
do and what readers see. The commentarial co-text yields cultural information that
not only subsumes basic semantic references and predications but also secondary
sets of operations that bear on literary significance: tropic embellishment
(alankara), secondary senses beyond mere polysemy (laksanartha), and suggested
senses requiring greater literary sensitivity or cultural competency (vyarijanartha).
Commentarial co-texts vary and, although the scope here concerns the interlinear
commentarial co-text, so essential to the purely pedagogical function of com-
mentary, an important study would include the singularly fascinating poem/

3 Pandit Sivadatta (ed.) 1928: 425.
4 Kale (ed.) 1969: 53.
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epitome (sdra) “commentaries” of scholar-poets such as the fourteenth-century
Piarnasarasvati, whose famous Rjulaghvi on Bhavabhiiti’s Malatimadhavam sus-
tains a critical and creative approach to the act of commentary by composing in 266
verse a summary of the poem’s plot along with thoughtful bits of information and
carefully crafted interpretations. While Parnasarasvati authored traditional com-
mentaries as well, on poems like Meghadiitam and Anargharaghavam in addition
to the Malatimadhavam itself, works like the Rjulaghvi are truly co-texts, as they
mirror the metrical, thematic, and stylistic aspects of their source in ways that
bring the reader closer to the original without blurring the lines of poem-and-
commentary as many traditional {ika and vyakhya works do, especially when they
are published and read together in manuscript or book form.>

The artifactual nature of the textualized {ik@ and vydkhya commentarial form
in Sanskrit—by one account, 75% of the total extant literature in the language®—
may, at times, obscure the fact that there is a communication occurring, as it might
between a teacher and a student or a critic and an audience. That communication
also exists in contexts that invite reconstructions that exceed the standard
scholarly thematization of the kavya commentary’s denotational text, which em-
phasizes a carefully curated reference-and-predication discursive map of the
source text (about what is being said) but stops short of factoring in the ways in
which the semantic effects are derived from contextual conditions (why is it being
said the way it is).” Embodying a mimamsa logic for deriving sentence meaning
[expectancy (akariksa), proximity (sannidhi), and appropriateness to the context
(yogyatad)], the kavya commentary exemplifies the glossing conventions of
everyday communication, organizing tokens-referents-predicates but also how
they conform to produce sensibility. It also epitomizes the structure of commu-
nication in terms of using language to talk about kavya. Even though the deno-
tation of the words might be the same across different types of communication, the
commentary emphasizes subtleties of usage that inform cultural practices and
situations, demonstrating a sort of dynamic yet stylized real-time communication
effect.

The specialist kavya commentarial curation of the verse’s text-sentence—in
various metasemantic regulations of what the grammar construes—may clash or

5 See especially NVP Unithiri’s work on the commentator-poet Parnasarasvati (http://hdl.handle.
net/10603/169560). I thank the anonymous reviewer for reminding me of this important Sanskrit
exegete.

6 Pollock (2015: 115) offers that “[i]t has been estimated that commentaries constitute as much as
75 percent of the Sanskrit written tradition, and they embody some of its most insightful thinking
about texts.”

7 See Silverstein (1993) for a comprehensive discussion of denotational texts in everyday
discursive metapragmatics.
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be more or less elaborate in comparison to what other commentators do. Never-
theless, all commentators take one of two approaches toward arriving at the logical
syntax of natural language through skillful syntactical rearrangements and
glossing methods based either on a direct string of glosses of words as they would
occur in a normal prose order or by guiding the syntactic reconstruction through a
series of leading questions.? The resultant effect is of a co-presence of a reference-
predication unit operating internal to the poem’s language mapped on to an im-
plicit discursive interaction with certain features of deictic signaling conveyed
through intonation, syllabic stress, tone, voice, etc. that textualization effectively
brackets. One may look at the commentarial element in the Sanskrit stage-
performance tradition of Katiyattam to notice the ways in which these features
(tone, voice, and so forth) are restored in live performance.’

Absent the live scene, the interlinear, textualized kavya commentary very
much follows procedures developed in other contexts, especially vyakarana,
mimamsd, and nydya. What distinguishes the kdvya commentary from the more
interpretation-heavy commentary on scriptural texts, whether it is Veda, bud-
dhavacana, or the Jain siitra is that the end result of the kavya commentary is not
meant to yield an explicit interpretation.'® Rather, it is meant to set the limits for an
interpretation by deriving all of the probable meanings that the source intends
based on the parameters set by grammar, poetic conventions, the context of the
work as a whole, and an expanded common sense that sometimes also allows for
unusual but nevertheless possible readings. When multiple options or more
refined secondary senses exist, these meanings are usually ordered with the
commentator’s sense of the common or intended usage first, followed by the more
exceptional explanations. Very rarely, kdvya commentators might prioritize an
exceptional sense before giving the common one. Clearly, however, rather than the
goal being an interpretation, the traditional kavya commentary (again, with
notable exceptions) seems to have only sought to do the necessary to facilitate a

8 See Tubb and Boose (2007: 149-150) and Patel (2014: 88) for details.

9 The so-called slokarttham component of Kerala’s Kiitiyattam theatre, where Sanskrit verses are,
recited and explained, perhaps offers the closest glimpse to the public discursive effect of com-
mentary a complement to the more intimate reading that may go on in a small gathering (gosthi) or
between a teacher and student. While there may be an essential unity between all of these forms of
oral and textualized commentary (to bring out the inner meaning or antarartha), it seems the
performance tradition engages a much wider range of social and hermeneutic functions which
would need further study. See especially the essays of Mucciarelli, Shulman, Oberlin, and Deva-
devan in Two Masterpieces of Kitiyattam: Mantrankam and Anguliyankam. Edited by Heike
Oberlin and David Shulman. Oxford Scholarship Online: 2020. I again thank the anonymous
reviewer for directing my attention towards the Kerala theatre tradition.

10 See Lubin (2019), Heim (2018), and Jyvisjarvi (2010) for insightful discussions of Brahmana,
Bauddha, and Jaina commentarial methods respectively.
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reading and perhaps an interpretation, to open the text up and not to narrow its
scope. The goal of most of the kavya commentaries seems to be to extract the
maximal amount of optimal information about the verse’s linguistic elements so
that they can be reconstituted mentally to create a meaning that, in different
measures, triggers and elevates a cognitive, emotional, or imaginative under-
standing in the individual reader.

It is, therefore, certainly a mistaken view to insist on kavya commentaries
being epiphenomena of commentaries on vyakarana, mimamsd, and dars-
anasastra—of commentaries on grammar, scriptural texts or philosophical siitras—
or practice-focused handmaidens of poetics-focused conceptual abstractions in
the alankarasastra. While they certainly draw on these earlier models of
commentary-writing and certainly are interdisciplinary in their use of methods
(especially the mimamsa and the nydya), and while it is very closely tied to poetics,
the objectives of the kavya tika from the point of view of semantics does not
necessarily carry the commitments of those disciplines. The literary commentary,
for example, does not focus on interpretation as such, like the mimamsa or the
commentaries on buddhavacana or commentators on Jain siitra, nor is it solely
focused on identifying and evaluating correct linguistic usage or giving assess-
ments appreciating or diminishing the quality or value of any given work. Common
complaints accompany misperception of the function and format of the kavya
commentary; for example: they are too fragmentary to be useful as a reading; too
close to the original and, therefore, lacking in objective or critical information;
another is that they elaborate on unwanted information and neglect desired
information."

Another common view, understandably, is that commentaries exist in an
ahistorical space and are generally static, uniform, faceless, and interchangeable.
While the names of the commentators may change, they are generally thought to
be doing the same thing. The commentary may perform everything from giving
superficial notes or glosses to in-depth analysis indicated in Sanskrit sources by a
diverse typological nomenclature (fika, vyakhya, bhasya, varttika, gudartha, par-
iksa, dipa, prakasa, pafijika, curni, etc.). The surface text of each type of com-
mentary does not suggest significant specialization and reflects, by and large, an
interchangeable and universally shared set of procedures. These include: simple
and elaborate explanations, coherent readings, linguistic and poetic analysis of
each textual unit (in poetry), or a tally of arguments and counter-arguments (in

11 The Yogasiitra commentator Bhoja’s carp is legendary: “Whatever is rather difficult to under-
stand, that they avoid by saying ‘It is clear’. With respect to the clear meanings, they over-elaborate
with useless analysis of compounds, etc. The {ika seems to confuse issues for readers by aimlessly
prattling on unhelpfully at the wrong places.” See Patel (2014: 61) for a discussion of this passage.
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philosophy). Very rarely do Sanskrit commentaries perform all of these functions
to an ordinary reader’s satisfaction. Perhaps, a commentary on a ritual or philo-
sophical text may, to some extent, attend to most of these roles, but the kavya
commentary usually only offers glosses and an occasional elaborate explanation.

While commentaries do share a common look, each individuated commentary
was probably composed, used, and shared in specialized contexts of interaction—
between teachers and students, teachers and other teachers, and sometimes be-
tween scholars and patrons.’? The commentary, on its surface, presents itself as an
exercise of textual self-understanding and pedagogical elucidation. One needs
also to attend to its critical motivations to generate complexity as an expression of
an unreservedly positive passion for the work as well as its ambition to publicly
demonstrate learning as an exchange commodity to gain a credential.”® Further-
more, each commentary carries with it its own special approach that often borrows
or is intertextually related with other commentaries on the same work.

Most features of the commentary’s metalinguistic abstractions to clarify se-
mantic subtexts hold across genres. For example, certain semantic codes to indi-
cate shades of meaning (such as ity arthah, iti bhavah, iti yavat, anena, kimbhiita,
etc.) ubiquitously populate all commentarial genres.'* However, important dif-
ferences distinguish the commentary on kavya from, say, commentaries on
grammatical works, which emphasize the derivation of verbal forms; or from ritual
texts, whose commentaries are charged with making the ritual acts coherent with
each other; or dharmasastra, where an ethical or just position may be debated; and
philosophy, where correct logic and argument preoccupy commentators. For
kavya contexts, foremost is the attention commentaries give to language: its
composition, the special way it expresses and engages the imagination, the hy-
perconscious use of linguistic forms to evoke and reveal imagistic aspects of the
world. Arguments for correct views and persuasion, or perhaps even interpreta-
tion, seem to be secondary, and usually, altogether absent.

This absence advances a series of common misperceptions about the kavya
commentary’s meaning-making objectives. First is that it performs a critical
explanation or an interpretation. It seems that while not itself a translation, an

12 Klebanov (2020: 527) cites, for instance, the case of Appayyadiksita, whose commentary on
Vedantadesika’s Yadavabhyudaya, was apparently composed at the behest of his royal patron,
King Cinnatimma.

13 There is anecdotal evidence, for instance, that writing a commentary on certain works
conferred a credential of sorts; for instance, some record that a commentary on the poem Nai-
sadhiyacaritam, the philosophical treatise Nydyakusumaiijali, and the poetics textbook Kavyap-
rakasa conferred upon one the title of mahamahopadhyaya, which carried with it the eligibility to
teach multiple students. See Patel (2014: 62) for elaboration.

14 See especially Tubb and Boose (2007: ch. 3) for elaborate examples of such usages.
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interpretation, nor a critical analysis or appreciation of the poet’s words, it facili-
tates all three. In that it fosters translation, critical appreciation, and a host of
informal literary activity, the text-commentary complex is a completed unit that
does not foreclose but rather furthers (perhaps not exactly infinite) addition. It is
not just a supplement—to the literal or semantic interpretation of autonomous
logical or natural syntactic expressions—but also presents distinctive objectives
with operational procedures. Another misperception is that the commentary
“simplifies” the text. While, the fika does serve to clarify the verse and make it
contextually meaningful, it sometimes can actually complicate semantic and
pragmatic significance rather than simplifying it.

Beyond semantic interpretations, important to highlight also are commen-
taries’ pragmatic implications, the more expansive “meaning” of what is both
denoted and not denoted that emerges from the actual event of kavya. Some of the
latter are embedded in the former. For instance, whereas commentators system-
atically map “sense” from the grammatical structure, using gloss as well as virtual
types of explanations (laukika or Paninian), likewise, they also perform an ordinary
metapragmatics in the form of identifying and elucidating poetic figures and tropes
(alamkaras), which provide context for word-meanings in poetry. In doing so, the
commentary captures the inscription of sense-making in real-time, giving us a
glimpse of an oral discursive interaction. For instance, in verse 11.48 from the
Naisadhiyacaritam, goddess Speech (Sarasvati) praises Damayanti’s teeth as
similar to lustrous rubies (kuruvinda-sakanti-danti). As a somewhat opaque met-
aphor (why indeed compare teeth to rubies?), the commentator Narayana makes
sense of this simile in a metapragmatic way that one might gloss a complex
thought to another person in an ordinary conversation: “By this (word’s use), i.e.
rubies [kuruvinda)], what is indicated is that because she was chewing on many
tambiila (quicklime, betel nut, and other ingredients neatly wrapped in a betel
leaf), her teeth became red.”" The unstated connection—known to all who have
chewed tambiila (or paan, the modern word in most Indian languages)—is that the
juice that forms in the mouth upon chewing it is bright red and stains the teeth.
Here, the commentator offers an explicit equation of two elements that can
otherwise remain ambiguous, or more likely, may not immediately occur to the
audience. In doing so, the pragmatic effect of glossing this trope in such away (xas
y) is determinative and holds no possibility for an alternate sense to arise. In other
words, her teeth are like rubies for no other reason than her habitual paan eating.

Other significant metapragmatic gestures in kavya commentaries to complete
understanding include the marking of internal codes of information and
communication on a surface and deep level as well as signaling implicit codes

15 Pandit Sivadatta (ed.) 1928: 426.



DE GRUYTER The literary commentary in Sanskrit == 633

through explicit commonplace usages. The commentarial sequencing (krama) of
the verse units that structurally reorders (anvaya) the verse to facilitate meaning,
for example, also has the effect of deictically gesturing to the contexts embedded in
each verse (be they agents, some kind of action, or a dynamic description). The use
of words like atra, sah/sa/tat, etc. restores a certain krama that may be experienced
differently by what is heard when the verse is recited. Even though the commentary
is sequenced in parts, the competent reader who has gone through it straight
through has experienced it as singular. Each element of the sequence is segmented
into parts (either phrase structure, alankara, plot contexts) and stacked, as it were,
to produce a singular reception of the verse’s semantic meaning. This is not unlike
what grammarians describe in the grasping of a word through the hearing of its
constituent sound elements. For example, the commentator Mallinatha’s gloss on
Sisupalavadham 2.61 restates the poet’s statement-cum-analogy, that the political
maxim that one ought to attack the enemy when they are mired in misfortune
brings shame to a proud warrior (nitir dpadi yadgamyah paras tanmanino hriye);
rather, like Rahu (vidhuntudas) who attacks a moon (vidhus) that is full (piirnas), a
proud person who attacks an enemy at full-strength invites celebration (utsavaya).
Mallinatha here not only makes explicit the connection between the proud person
(manin) and Rahu, but also unpacks the terse language of the poet, explaining the
fourth-case dative form hriye as “producing shame” (lajjakaram ityarthah); the
connection of the moon’s “fullness” with the enemy’s being “fully armed” (upa-
cita-gatra); and leaving the assumption that his audience will understand why
“celebration” with regard to a full moon, the dative utsavaya in the context of
confronting a formidable enemy means that “a strong person ought to fight with a
strong person, [celebrating the fact that] we are strong” (balina balavan eva
yatavyah balinas ca eva vayam iti bhavah).'® The commentator’s sequencing
(anvaya) not only suggests a propositional or sentential logic, reorienting the
words of the sentence to communicate a statement of what is being said by the
poet, but also augments this restated sentence with other information that pro-
duces an ever more complex communication.

In addition to providing a more manifest expression of the poet’s words
ensconced within the poem’s cohesive structures, the commentary also reveals
what may leak out from the text into the social world of the text-as-interactional
event. The commentary makes the poem an interpretable experience and, there-
fore, an interactional text that presupposes structures of participation of multiple
(at least two) voices. Much of the interaction embedded in the particular event
embodied by the commentary—imaginative or reflective of some pedagogical or
communal reality—is implicit. However, what lies beneath these practices are non-

16 Chowkhamba Vidyabhavan edition 1961: 91.
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referential aspects of what and how the commentary performs. Much of what a
native user of Sanskrit experienced in the social context within which the com-
mentary was produced and received must be inferred, and it is in this recovery that
perhaps we can approach these textual artifacts as evidence of a livelier interac-
tional subtext.

Represented by the first sets of source-commentary communiques in ancient
India, the Veda exemplifies a conscious process of transmission, reception,
interpretation, and communication. Although the metasemantic and meta-
pragmatic commentarial approach of the Veda is a recovery project of what is
already self-determined and established in the source—and thus differs from
kavya’s apparently forward-looking approach—there is continuity in the scene of
pedagogy and its recursive practices of recitation, memorization, reflection, and
transmission. Understanding an utterance requires an immediate aural percep-
tion. Understanding the context in which that utterance exists is not immediate
and requires bringing together complex utterances that are not uttered together. If
the expression of meaning of a speech unit is understood merely by hearing it,
(Srutimatra), it is not dependent on any kind of commentary.

The commentary’s raison d’etre, in this context, is to provide a scaffolding to
ultimately build a particular skill: to be able to understand a verse merely by
hearing it and to be able to recite the verse with understanding to others. As
Rajasekhara indicates in the fifth and seventh chapters of the Kavyamimamsa, one
can say that understanding (and the ability to compose) is complete when the
meanings of words are mentally well-established (padanam sthapite sthairye hanta
siddha sarasvati) and when the receiver knows how to recite the poem perfectly
(karoti kavyam prayena samskrtatma yatha tatha/pathitum vetti sa param yasya
siddha sarasvati//)."” It is arguable that this ability to spontaneously understand is
a primary goal of the kavya commentary, another being the ability to take pleasure
from a poem that is fully understood. If these goals are not met through the
mediating agency of the commentary, one has not really completed kavya training,
as the poet Bhatti (22.34) suggests about his own poem, when he writes that his
Ravanavadha is to be “approached with a commentary, which will render it
nothing less than a celebration for the brilliant, and it will utterly frustrate lazy
readers” (vyakhya-gamyam idam kavyam utsavah sudhiyam alam/hata durmed-
hasa$ cdasmin vidvat-priyataya maya//)."® Subsidiary goals may be that one uses
the commentary format to explore other directions, often intersemiotic ones, like
so-called virtuosic allegorical or double-meaning readings, or even giving very

17 Dalal/Sastry (eds.) 1934: 20; 33.
18 Joshi/Pansikar (eds.) 1934: 478.
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basic information meant for a targeted audience (like children, for instance) or a
student/patron who has a specific interest in the text at hand.

From this point of view, the lack of theoretical energy spent on what the kavya
commentary is and does (in relation to similar works for other Sanskrit genres) is
perhaps willful. Rather than positioning the kavya commentary as short on
delivering in a satisfactory way, the ostensibly incomplete and provisional format
may actually trigger a more engaged teaching and reading invisible to manuscript
and print. As a superior aid for mental reconstruction, memorization through
metrical recitation or melodic singing, and informal translation rather than a
coherent reading packaged for consumption, the kavya commentary exists as an
artifactual remainder of oral teaching practices as well as part of a complex and
sophisticated reading attitude and not, as it often has been understood, a trans-
parently secondary form of textuality useful to occasionally consult but not
necessarily to read together with the source. The recursive practice of kavya
pedagogy retains its vitality even today in certain pdthasala settings where a
staged set of evermore explanatory glosses accompany repeated recitations of the
verse until, for a student, understanding dawns and recitation fulfills the teaching.
The received literary commentary ultimately exists as a glimpse into this peculiar
communication. In interactional text genres like kavya, a commentary can never be
sufficient and, in a fundamental way, not even adequate to exhaust the implicit
metapragmatic communication. In a manner akin to ritual, the commentary
ontically reanimates a kavya verse. The commentary is meant to be repeatable.
across time and space but it cannot capture the event that has to be reanimated
every time between a teacher and a student or the performer and the audience—the
ritual renewal necessary to complete the commentary/poem co-textual experi-
ence. Each commentary is thus a ritual of the primal event of the kavya’s first
performance.

The commentary also serves as a remnant of a routinized cultural practice that
is learned and developed in ordinary communication. For instance, glossing
semantically equivalent expressions for grammatically complex ones occurs in
everyday speech, especially when teaching language to children, and also in
numerous kavya commentaries with the objective of assisting novice readers (often
aptly entitled something like balabodhini). Commentators can use language to
make things opaque or clear, as the occasion invites. The textual form limits,
however, the articulation of certain vitally important features of kavya’s interac-
tional text, such as meter, for instance. Some kavya commentators (like Mallina-
tha, for example) occasionally identify the meter (and give its scholastic definition)
but are helpless within the given format to fully represent its real-time role to
enhance the poem’s effectiveness to convey semantic and extra-semantic mean-
ing. One usually has to recite the kavya in a certain regimented and ritualized
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way—with perhaps a range of melodic options—in order to make the communi-
cation optimally effective. That particular aspect of the kavya experience does not
immediately jump off the page.

Promoting effective recitation and comprehension skills admittedly are not the
sole objectives of the commentary. Nor is, however, settling on an appropriate
interpretation by configuring a semantic sense. Most skilled readers of Sanskrit
with an adequate understanding of the grammar (especially ones who are
equipped with the competency to read at least kavya’s surface text) do not require a
commentator to explain what the verse is saying, especially after potentially
difficult words, constructions, or figures of speech are elucidated. However, over
and above a baseline comprehension, the commentary highlights the range of the
poet’s usages; disambiguates a plural sense or ambiguates an ordinary under-
standing; translates (intra-lingually) the kavya’s Sanskrit into different registers of
Sanskrit that nevertheless align with registers familiar to the reader in order to
make the reader hyperaware of the specialized codes of the poet. To what end? One
surmises that ultimately, it is to facilitate the ability to take in the maximum
amount of optimal information about the verse’s linguistic elements that can then
be reconstituted mentally to create a meaning that, in different measures, triggers
and elevates a cognitive, emotional, or imaginative understanding—what in
traditional Sanskrit theory is framed as rasa. Eventually, one may arrive at the
primary goal of being able to experience the verse—with rasa—merely upon
hearing it (Srutimatra).

The commentary’s limited charge thus is to teach the skill of reading but not
really to provide a reading. The central goal of the commentary’s performance,
therefore, implies a co-textual practice that is fundamentally interactional and
dialogical. Much of the interactive performance remains metapragmatic, though it
is implied in the denotational text. The ideas of each kavya verse, its sounds and
invisible gestures are construable to an extent through the various text-building
activities the commentary engages in—as it breaks down and rebuilds a text with
glosses, citations, explanations, and text-critical notes—but ultimately the com-
mentary’s discursive voice reflects upon the socialized competence of Sanskrit
readers and aligns the various registers of their linguistic awareness. Beyond the
voicing of expansive semiotic registers, found regularly in the practice of everyday
communication, the commentary negotiates an in-between format making avail-
able points of access to “read” the source (in the sense of understanding, imag-
ining, and feeling) without staking a claim to have given a reading. The format thus
projects a humility by foregoing a decisive translation (in its broadest hermeneutic
sense) in order to preserve a semblance of the source’s incommensurability. In
doing so, it authorizes the potential for interpretation, argument, creation, and
meaning-making of all other sorts without foreclosing the power of the poet’s
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received word. While this may not always be the case with every commentary, one
may argue that the ethos is widespread enough to warrant an assertion of a pattern,
if not a rule.

A ubiquitous function of the commentator, therefore, involves aligning the
text’s voice with the voices that comprise multiple social and institutional regis-
ters, including the private voice of the commentator himself, Rather than merely an
index of voices internal and external to the text, alignment accounts for the social
setting and its diverse conditions. Though difficult to untangle, we must presume
that techniques of commentarial analysis reflect micro-level processes shaped in
dialogical interactions with types of readers—real, virtual, and imagined. In single
commentaries, one may detect multiple voicing contrasts that stand for living
reading contexts that the commentary ultimately aligns in a mutually intelligible
format. That format, of course, as an artifact often occludes the users, situations,
and purposes that produced and received the commentary in the first place. Oc-
casionally, however, the virtual voices within and among the commentaries are
differentiable—in a way similar to how linguistic anthropologists describe voicing
in ordinary discursive situations—through a range of metapragmatic abilities that
receivers of the commentary possess to distinguish and comprehend layers of
information being presented.” The persistence of the kdvya commentary form
across time depends on its success as a form to widely circulate and socialize an
awareness and competence among changing readerships.

Along with the format of the commentary, the contexts within which they were
institutionalized contribute to their becoming staple features of a normative,
formalist kavya education. Thus, for instance, the kavya commentaries obliquely
index literary values in their treatment of a poem’s perceived flawed usage of
words (padadosa) and sentences (vakyadosa); in these cases, commentators
implicitly discipline stylistic norms through paraphrase of the poet’s words while
with other dosa, as in the case of perceived ill-considered repetitions of words or
meanings (the so-called punarukti), the commentary will explicitly emend the text
or, at least, note the criticism outright. In this regard, I have argued elsewhere that
the mahakavya commentator Mallinatha participates in such a prescriptive so-
cialization that reveals the disciplinary aspect of commentary; his commentaries
create ideal readers as much as satisfying existing ones, expanding a domain of
competence from one generation of reader to the next. In this case the commentary
is about its object (the poem) but also about itself and its replication of stereo-
typical reading practice to promote a uniform competence across contexts.”®

19 See Agha (2005) and Silverstein (1993) for an analysis of metapragmatic abilities in relation to
voicing, differentiating registers within discourse, identifying repertoires of usage.
20 For a discussion of Mallinatha’s commentaries from this point of view, see Patel (2014: 60-63).
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However, the genre of commentary, like ordinary communication formats, is not
contextually invariant, as registers and features change according to aesthetic
reframing and new social settings. Here the kavya genre takes on a sort of pro-
gressive aspect, often manifested in fresh types of virtuosic readings that go
beyond disciplinary pedagogical documents. Across all of the changes of the
kavya’s existence in a reading culture, the commentary genre dutifully serves a
mediating role. Perhaps this balance it seems to strike as a comprehensive co-text
to the kavya that aims to not alienate but rather align the roles of different users
explains the lack of opinionated literary-critical energy in the commentary.

Rather, the commentator subtly builds a narrative in the same way as a kavi
builds the poem, switching back and forth between a real and an imagined
identity, as a critic/commentator and an actual person. Naturally, the commen-
tator controls representation of the poem and thus takes on a role more authori-
tative than might be intended. Similarly, a sub-commentator may mediate the
author and the commentator’s communication in a way that now further aligns
roles. One is directly alerted, in many instances, of the commentator’s self-
represented authorial objective and his commentary’s primary function. Again, to
borrow an example from the Naisadhiyacaritam tradition, the thirteenth-century
commentator Candupandita, in the opening preface of his Dipika commentary,
explains his objectives as an extension of a dialogue with the text begun by his
predecessor:

Vidyadhara [and earlier commentator] has composed a helpful commentary but its eloquence
doesn’t quite release Sriharsa’s profundity. Moving clouds frequently carry water from one
shore of the ocean to the other and in all directions. Can that water be knee-deep anywhere?”

Likewise, IS$anadeva another commentator on the same kavya, clarifies his ob-
jectives in relation to his forerunners as well:

Let those scholars who are curious about the delineation of poetic figures in Sriharsa’s poem
either employ their own aptitude toward discovering it or let them consult Vidyadhara’s
commentary, a thorough exploration of the subject from all perspectives. Whatever I might
say on the matter is generally in deference to him alone and is not the result of my own
diligence. I have composed this commentary on Naisadhiya from a Saiva point of view to
please the good. I've produced this work adopting the method of bees gathering small gob-
bets of honey (madhukari). Therefore, scholars of poetry should not ridicule it. Every

21 tikam yady api sopapatti-racanam vidyadharo nirmame/$riharsasya tathapi na tyajati sa
gambhiratam bharati//dik kalanka-satam gatair jala-dharair udgrhyamanam muhuh/paravaram
aparam ambu kim iha syaj janu-matram kvacit//Quoted in Patel (2014: 211).
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commentators’ work tries its best to explain its source. And so, I admit that my own work
follows my teacher’s commentary on the source poem.?

Learning a new language fosters hyperawareness of the arbitrariness of language
and, in some ways, of all cultural signs and codes. Each new commentary effects a
similar awareness for the poem or philosophical work. The more individuated the
commentary is, the more destabilized the original text appears. This is why the
explicit form of the commentary appears so familiar and stable, to overwhelm the
fact that the very writing and memorializing of a new reading (however similar it
looks to previous readings) undermines the established understanding of the text
at hand. Why would you have to keep writing commentaries otherwise if one
already written suffices to satisfy your needs?

On some level, each commentary is both an embrace and struggle with the
poem. The kavya, one may argue, resists commentarial reading. The mahakavi’s
desire is to express elegant complexity, even if it be in simple language, or even to
reflect the frailty of language to express fully. If the poet’s results are confusing, the
implication on their part seems to be: “So be it.” The commentary, on the one hand,
revels in the multiplicity of meanings, or at least the layers of significance, thrown
up by the kavya. While poets play with words, mostly conventional and well-worn,
to awaken their harmonics and their polyphony in addition to their potency to
mean, the commentator has a further investment—not necessarily shared by the
poet—to speak to sociolinguistic contexts of reading decades and centuries after
the poem’s emergence. Whereas the poet generally strives to say things uniquely,
the commentator participates and is deeply established in cultural routines and
norms of communication. The commentators—like all readers—are driven by
prescriptions molded by cultural schemes. While the prospects for elaboration face
few limitations, the drawbacks are nevertheless stark. The kdvya commentary-as-
text cannot reproduce, for example, the melodic and tonal metrical recitation of
the verse. Its generic features as crafted and designed speech-acts perform
differently than the immediacy and spontaneity that a recited kavya projects.

Still, the commentary is the primary cultural vehicle for the sustenance and
transmission of the kavya, as for every other Sanskrit genre. It offers a link between
the Sanskrit language which comprises the poem (vanmaya) and a peculiar and

22 ye ’lamkara-vivecane kutukinah $riharsa-samkirtite/kavye ’smin svayam eva te vidadhatu
prajiia-vilasam budhah//tikam va bahuso vicara-jatilam paSyantu vidya-dharim/tad-vicya na
vayam hi tasya karane prayo na jatodyamah//satam mude naisadha-tippanam maya viracyate
§aivamatanusarind/madhukarim samasritya vrttim etad iharjitam maya tapasvina tasmad alam
kavya-vidam hasaih//sarvo’ pi kavyam upajivya karoti §astra-vyakhyam guror api maya’nukrta
tadeyam/vidvan sa yati narakam khalu yah prasiddhyai sviyam vadan para-krtim pratibhati
loke//Quoted in Patel (2014: 211-212).
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dominant subtype of Sanskrit literary culture that connects linguistic structures
and grammatical analysis with events and structures of culture outside of lan-
guage. The commentary embodies in text the routinized cultural processes of
poets, professional critics, matriculated students, and ordinary learned people
who write, listen, memorize, debate, and repeat Sanskrit verbal discourse. Its
unimpeachable significance, therefore—for framing learning modules, mediating
social spaces for pedagogy and the credentialization of pedagogues, and for
modeling the informal interactive contexts that create communities of connois-
seurs—cannot be overstated, in part because commentaries bring us closest to
gleaning a historical sociology of reading Sanskrit texts as well as offering a
glimpse into the metapragmatic underpinnings of learned Sanskrit culture.

References

Agha, Asif (2005): “Voice, footing, enregisterment.” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 15.1:
38-59.

Bhatti (1934): In: Bhattikavya. Ed. V. N. S. Joshi and V. L. S. Pansikar. Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar
Press.

Bronner, Yigal (1998): “Double-bodied poet, double-bodied poem: Ravicandra’s commentary on
the Amarusatakam and the rules of Sanskrit Literary interpretation.” Journal of Indian
Philosophy 26.3: 233-261.

Heim, Maria (2018): Voice of the Buddha: Buddhaghosa on the immeasurable words. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Jhalakikar, Bhimacarya (1928): Nydyako$a or dictionary of technical terms of Indian philosophy.
Varanasi: Chaukhambha Surbharati Prakashan.

Jyvisijarvi, Mari (2010): “Retrieving the hidden meaning: Jain commentarial techniques and the art
of memory.” Journal of Indian Philosophy 38.2: 133-162.

Kalidasa (1969): The Abhijianasakuntalam of Kalidasa (with Raghavabhatta’s commentary).
Edited and Translated by M. R. Kale. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Press.

Klebanov, Andrey (2020): “Application of the structure analysis to the study of Sanskrit
commentaries on mahakavya.” In: The commentary idioms of the Tamil learned traditions.
Ed. by Suganya Anandakichenin and Victor B. D’avella. Pondichéry: Ecole Francaise
D’extréme-Orient Institut Frangais De Pondichéry, 523-590.

Rajasekhara (1934): In: Kavyamimamsa. Ed. by C. D. Dalal and R. A. Pandit Sastry. Baroda: Oriental
Institute.

Lubin, Timothy (2019): “Brahmana as commentary.” In: Self, sacrifice, and cosmos. Ed. by
Lauren M. Bausch. Delhi: Primus Books, 23-40.

Magha (1961): Sisupalavadha with the Sarvarikasa of Mallindtha. Varanasi: Chowkhambha
Vidyabhawan.

Oberlin, Heike / Shulman, David (eds.) (2020): Two masterpieces of Katiyattam: Mantrankam and
Anguliyankam. Oxford Scholarship Online.

Patel, Deven M. (2014): Text to tradition: The Naisadhiyacarita and literary community in South
Asia. New York: Columbia University Press.



DE GRUYTER The literary commentary in Sanskrit = 641

Pollock, Sheldon (2015): “What was philology in Sanskrit.” In: World philology. Ed. by
Sheldon Pollock, Benjamin Elman and Ku-ming Kevin Chang. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 114-136.

Roodbergen, J. A. F. (1984): Mallinatha’s Ghantapatha on Kiratarjuniya I-VI. Part one:
Introduction, translation and notes. Leiden: E. J. Brill.

Silverstein, Michael (1993): “Metapragmatic discourse and metapragmatic function.” In: Reflexive
language: Reported speech and metapragmatics. Ed. by John A. Lucy. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 33-58.

Sriharsa (1928): Naisadhiyacharita with the Naisadhiyaprakasa of Nardyana. Ed. by
Pandit Sivadatta. Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar Press.

Tubb, Gary / Boose, Emery (2007): Scholastic Sanskrit: A manual for students. New York: American
Institute of Buddhist Studies.



	The literary commentary in Sanskrit as metalinguistic communication

