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Mahabharata Testimonia in the
Brhatkatha-Slokasamgraha

Dr. S.R. Sarma

0.1 Testimonia provide, as S.M. Katre observes in
his classic Introduction to Indian Textual Criticism, “direct
evidence of the condition of a text in the ages before the
existing manuscript tradition begins.” Therefore, testimonia
are of some importance in textual criticism. Katre
classifies testimonia into the following categories: antholo-
gies, translations, direct quotations, imitations or parodies,
epitomes or adaptations, ancient commentaries, parallel
versions and the like.' In the case of the Mahabharata,
such testimonia include, besides the adaptations in
Javanese (ca. AD 1000) and Telugu (ca. AD 1025), direct
quotations occurring in several Sanskrit texts.

0.2 Budhasvamin's Brhatkatha-élokasamgraha
(=BKSS)3 is one of the early texts to contain quotations
from the Mahabharata (=MBh), in particular from the

chapters that constitute the Bhagavadgita (= BhG). The

BKSS, as is well known, is the earliest Sanskrit version of
the lost Paisaci Brhatkatha of Gunadhya. Budhasvamin
playfully incorporates MBh verses into his narrative,
sometimes with direct attribution to the source and
sometimes without. Unfortunately neither Budhasvamin's
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delightful technique of narration® nor the date of his
composition’ has received adequate critical attention.

0.3 The quotations in the BKSS, though not many in
number, are some of the earliest evidences we have for
the text of the MBh. Therefore, they deserve a close
examination. In the following pages, | shall first briefly
explain the context in which the quotations occur in the
BKSS and then compare their readings with those in the
Critical Edition (= Crit. Ed.) of the MBh.°

1.1 BKSS 15.81 = MBh 6.30.6 (BhG 8.6). The first
two passages occur in the story of Vegavati, a Vidyadhari
whom the protagonist Naravahanadatta wins as his wife.
One night, Vegavati quarrels with him over a petty matter
and goes to sleep on a separate bed. Naravahanadatta
therefore has a disturbed sleep. Suddenly he sees himself
being carried away in the sky by Vegavati's brother, the
wicked Manasavega. Naravahanadatta tries to engage the
latter in a trial of strength but Manasavega brushes aside
his attacks and asks him to choose the manner in which
he would wish to die. Convinced that there was no other
alternative but death at the hands of the powerful
adversary, Naravahanadatta decides to die while thinking
of his beloved Vegavati, so that he may attain her at least
in the next life:

yam yaiﬁ eva smaran bhavam tyajaty ante kalevaram /
tam tarh eva kilapnoti tada tadbhavabhavitah // ,
BKSS 15.81

This verse is taken from the BhG where the Lord
declares that whosoever dies taking His name would
definitely reach Him:
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yarn yarn vapi smaran bhavam tyajaty ante kalevararn /
tam tarfz evaiti kaunteya sada tadbhavabhavitah //
: MBh 6.30.6 = BhG 8.6.

(The Crit. Ed. offers the following variae lectionis: for
vapi: capi, cante; for ante: etat; for tarfz evaiti: tarp eveti;
and for tadbhava: mad®, sad®).

Here the reading of the BKSS is without doubt
superior. eva is better than va+api; the former is integral
to the text; vapi is a line filler without any contextual
meaning. MBh kaunteya is again a line filler, but eti
(“attains™) has greater significance in the Lord's mouth.
BKSS kila refers to the hoary tradition. BKSS apnoti
(“obtains”) implies that Naravahanadatta will obtain Vegavati.
Is it a change deliberately introduced in the BKSS ?’

1.2 BKSS 15.105 = MBh 9.24.50. However, before
Naravahanadatta is forced to choose one of the two ways
of dying, Vegavati rescues him from Manasavega's clutches.
Through her magical power, she lets Naravahanadatta fall
to the ground gently like a leaf, before she takes on the
mighty Manasavega. But, as ill-luck would have it,
Naravahanadatta falls on the dry bed of a deep well—out
of the frying-pan into the fire, as it were. This mishap
reminds him of a similar situation encountered by Sanjaya
in the MBh. Though literally in deep distress, Naravahanadatta
is nevertheless amused to recall (vihasya smrtavan)
Sanjaya's parallel situation:

tatas}i—urauigédo]pi vihasya smrtavan idam /

- sanjauasya vacah kaste vartamanasya $akyate // 15.104//
dhrstadyumnad aham muktah kathancit krantavahanah /
patitah satyakanike duskrti narake yatha // 15.105//
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, The original of the second verse occurs in the
Salyaparvan of the MBh.

dhrstadyumnad aharh muktah kathar’tcic;:hréntauéhanah /
patito madhavanike duskrtl narake yatha // 9.24.50//

Sanjaya was narrating to Dhrtarastra the day's events
on the battle field. Having been first attacked by
Dhrstadyumna, Sanjaya freed himself with great difficulty.
A moment later, he was pounced upon by Satyaki with his
army of four hundred chariots. “Therefore the BKSS
correctly reads satyakanike patitah, instead of madhavanike
patitah of the MBh. Lacote states that Budhasvamin
changed the text from madhavanika to satyakanika for
greater clarity.” But when one reads the context in the
MBh, it becomes obvious that the army, or more correctly
the battalion (anika), belonged to Satyaki and not to
Madhava-Krsna. Satyaki is indeed mentioned in the verses
preceding (No. 49) and following (No. 51) the quoted verse
(No. 50):

Jitas tena [dhrstadymnena] vayam sarve vyapayama ranat tatah /
athapa$yam satyakim tarh upayantarh maharathiri /
rathéié}:atui}éatair viro mam cabhyadravad ahave //49//
dhrstadyumnad aham muktah katharcic chrantavahanah /
patito madhavanike duskrti narake yatha /

tatra yuddhar abhiit ghorar muhirtarh atidarunarn //50//
satyakis tu mahabahunmama hatva paricchadam /
Jjivagraharh agrhnan mam marchitarn patitarn bhuvi// 51//

It may also be recalled that Madhava-Krsna partici-
pated in the Great Battle in his personal capacity as
Arjuna’s charioteer, and was not accompanied by any army
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of his own. Therefore, the original reading in the MBh
also must have been satyakanika, which got corrupted
to madhavanaka in course of time.” Thus the testimonium
in the BKSS offers a positive evidence to a stage when
the text of the MBh was logical and free from the
subsequent corruption. However, this logical reading
satyakanika is not supported by existing manuscript
tradition. Therefore, the Crit. Ed. retains the reading
madhavanika. i

In the Vulgate Edition of the MBh, the verse in question
reads thus:

dhrstadyumnad aham muktah katharicic chrantavahanat /
- patito madhavanikam duskrti narakam yatha //

making the root pat govern the object in accusative. It is
worth noting that in this respect the Crit. Ed. chooses a
reading akin to that in the BKSS.

Finally, for the adjective at the end of the second pada,
there are three readings: Vulgate srantavahanat; Crit. Ed.
s/réntauéhanah; BKSS krantavahanah. Here too the Crit.
Ed. and the BKSS agree in as much as they treat the
expression as an attribute of aham (i.e. Sanjaya, in the
nominative) and not of Dhrstadyumna (in the ablative). But
then it is difficult to decide between the readings of the
Crit. Ed. and the BKSS. In the former case, it would mean
that Sanjaya whose chariot horses were tired ($ranta),
became free from Dhrstadyumna with great difficulty; and
in the latter case: Sanjaya became free from Dhrstadyumna,
after having passed through (kranta) the arrayed chariots
of Dhrstadymna with great difficulty.
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1.3 BKSS 18.21 = MBh 12.138.36. The next four
quotations occur in the emboxed story of the Merchant
Sanudasa. Sanudasa was born to his parents after a long
period of waiting. Throughout his childhood, he was kept
busy with his studies. Deprived of fun and games, he grew
up into a sombre youth who was shy even towards his own
wife. His friend Dhruvaka attempts to remedy the situation
and advises him to follow the gay life of the Nagarika. In
the course of his peroration, Dhruvaka quotes the following
words of “wisdom” allegedly from the mouth of Bhimasena.

nacapi svarthasiddhyartham maya tvam vipralabhyase /
tatha hi bhimasenasya vékganli akarnyatam yatha //18.20//
pratyupasthitakalasya sukhasya parivarjanam /

andgatasukhasa ca naisa buddhimatarn nayah // 18.21//

The second verse is a quotation from the ééntiparvan
of the MBh (12.138.36). But in the MBh these words are
uttered by Bhisma and not by Bhimasena. Lacote opines
that our poet confuses between Bhimasena and Bhisma.'°
Though both these names carry the same literal meaning,
Budhasvamin could not have mistaken one for the other.""
What is more likely is that Budhasvamin deliberately altered
the name to show Dhruvaka's superficial scholarship:
Dhruvaka, the gay youth, was merely trying to sound
profound but was not particular about the correct
attribution of the quotation. Indeed Sanudasa remarks that
Dhruvaka is using profound sentences for trivial purposes,.12

1.4 BKSS 18.104 = MBh 6.40.48 (BhG 18.48). Finally,
by means of drugged wine and through the charms of
the courtesan Ga{g’e‘xdatta, Dhruvaka succeeds in converting
the staid Sanudasa to the Nagarika way of life. While
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Sanudasa is squandering away the family fortune in the
company of Gig‘adatté, his father passes away, creditors
expropriate the family mansion and his mother and wife
are forced to live in a miserable hovel in the poor-men'’s
quarters. The king appoints Sanudésa to the hereditary
office of the Chief of the Merchants’ Guild (Sresthin) and
exhorts him to lead a steadfast life. Sanudasa, ever ready
to listen to others’ advice, follows the king's command
literally and severs all connections to Gagadatta. When
this lady sends him a message that she is pining for him,
Sanudasa sends a stern reply: a courtesan should not have
permanent attachment to any man, she should scrupulously
follow the calling of her profession. Let her honour Visnu's
(Krspa's) words that one should not give up one's
profession howsoever debased it may be:

sado;sarflapi na tyajyam sahajam karma bandhubhih /
itidam vacanarn visnoh sapi sambhavayatv iti // 18.104//

This is not a direct quotation but an adaptation of the
following verse from the BhG:

sahajam karma kaunteya sadosanjn api na tyajet /
sarvarambha hi dosena dhamenégnilﬁuéUftah //
MBh 6.40.48 = BhG 18.48:

1.5 BKSS 18.479-480 = MBh 12.136.175. Sanudasa,
however, does not continue his steadfast life for long and
gets into several adventures. Once, while he is proceeding
on a narrow mountain path as a member of a caravan,
the caravan is attacked by a band of robbers. There ensues
a fierce fight between the members of the caravan and the
robbers on the precarious mountain path. Finally when

il
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" only one of the attackers was left, Acera, the leader of the

caravan orders the reluctant Sanudasa to kill this last
robber. It is either the life of a single enemy or the lives
of his entire caravan members. So saying, the caravan
leader makes Sanudasa perform the heartless task of felling
the lone enemy, just as Visnu made Arjuna perform the
merciless task of fighting against his own kinsmen:

na capi raksiturn k§udrar}1 atmanam dustyajam tyajet /

atma tu satatarn raksyo darairapi dhanairapi // 18.479. -

ityadi bhagavadgitamatram dangakam frayan /
sa partham iva marn visnuh karma krirarh akarayat // 18.480//

Verse 479 cd is an adaptation of MBh 12.136.175 cd:

naftu'étmanab sampradanam dhanaratnavad isyate /
atma tu sarvato raksyo dérair/api dhanai/apz‘ /
12.136.175:

What does Budhasvamin mean by ity adi
bhagavadgitamatrarm dandakam irayan ? He is certainly
not attributing the verse from the ééntiparvan to the BhG.
Dandaka is the name of a long metre, but used here

_metaphorically in the sense of sanctimonious discourse,

and this discourse is lengthy like the Bhagavadgita. It is
the use of such refreshing irony which distinguishes the
BKSS from the other versions of the Brhatkatha."

1.6 BKSS 18.255 = MBh 12.47.41. In a further
adventure, Sanudasa was caught in a ship-wreck. While
reciting the prayer to Krsna in the form of the Eternal
Waters (toyatma), he finds a wooden plank with the support
of which he safely reaches the shore of the ocean:
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yasya kesesu Jimuta iti gitam anusmaran /
daivat phalakam]élambya praparm toyamdhestatam //
" 18.255.

The reference here is to Bhisma'’s prayer on the arrow-
bed at MBh 12.47.41:

yasya kesesu jimita nadyah sarvagasandhisu /
kuksau samudras catvaras tasmai toyatmane namah // **

1.7 BKSS 20.373.cd = MBh 1.107.32.cd. Our final
testimonium occurs in another emboxed story, that of the
city-mouse and forest-mouse. While the former was visiting
the latter in the deep jungle, a fire breaks out. [nstead
of rescuing the wife and the new-born children of his friend,
the city-mouse takes to his heels, uttering the dictum

atmarthe sakalarn jahyat panditah prthivim iti //
20.373cd//.

This line occurs at MBh 1.107.32.cd and is repeated
at several other places in the epic.15

2.0 As some of the earliest extant quotations or
adaptations of the MBh text, the passages discussed above
are not without interest. However, it must be borne in
mind that these testimonia, like rain drops in the ocean,

do not substantially change the reading of the text of the

critical edition of the MBh. The great editor V.S. Sutkhankar
himself cautioned against undue reliance on testimonia in
the following words:

It is perhaps well to add in this place that a certain
amount of caution is necessary in making any critical

B
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use of citations of stray Mahabharata stanzas we meet
with again in other works. We must, in the ﬁrst place,
bear in mind that most of the other works have yet
to be properly edited. Even in critically edited texts
we must take into account the various readings of the
passage in question in the manuscripts collated. Then
in the citations we must allow for failures of memory;
since in ancient times the stanzas were almost
invariably quoted from memory, and the quotation was
never compared with the original. Moreover, we must
never forget that probably from time immemorial there
have existed local versions of the Mahabharata. The
citations made even by very old writers were from these
local versions. A citation by a writer of the eighth
century or even sixth century proves nothing for the
Ur-Mahabharata, that ideal but impossible desideratum;
though the citation is far older than our manuscripts,
it is evidence only for the text of the local Mahabharata
in the eighth, respectively of the sixth century,
notwithstanding that the differences between the
various recensions and versions of the Mahabharata
must diminish as we go back further and further.'®
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(ed), Sukthankar Memorial Edition, Vol. I: Critical Studies
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and notes by V.S. Agrawala. (i) Budhasvamin's
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are J.A.B. Van Buitenen, who translated some stories
from the BKSS in his Tales from Ancient India, New
York 1971, and A.K. Warder, Indian Kavya Literature,
Vol. II, Delhi 1974, pp. 129-138.

Félix Lacote, Essai sur Gunadhya et la Brhatkatha, Paris |

1908, assigns the BKSS to the eighth or ninth century
AD, which according to M. Winternitz, Geschichte der
Indischen Litteratur, Volume 3, Leipzig 1920, p. 316, n.
1, is a mere conjecture. V.S. Agrawala, op. cit., p. 299,
on the other hand, thinks that the BKSS was “written
sometime in the Gupta period.”

V.S. Sukthankar et al (ed), Critical Edition of the
Mahabharata, V_ols. 1-19, Poona, 1927-66.

Lacéte does not comment on this parallel.
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® Lacote, Text, p. 185, note on verse XV.106.

° Of course, the grammatical construction of sétyaké/{ﬁka
is rather problematic.

' Lacote, Text, p. 220, note on verse XVI.21.

""Nor would any other person, considering the wide
disparity between these two personages.

' BKSS 18.22: tuccha eva prayojane /[ idam
sarmrambhagarmbhiryam? [vacah].

"> This irony is well reflected in the translations by Lacéte
(“Des formules de ce genre, il m'en récita un chapelet
long comme la Bhagavad-gita,” Translation, p. 164 )
and Warder (“And so on, he poured out a song as long
as the Bhagavadgita,” op. cit., p. 138). Poddar and
Sinha, however, miss the real purport of Dandaka and
render the line thus: “In this way, showing the stick of
the Bhagavad-gita, ..." (op. cit., p. 359).

" See Lacéte, text, pp. 242-243, note on XVIIL.255.

" Besides these direct quotations or adaptations of the
lines of the MBh, there are also several allusions to the
theme and characters of the Great Epic in the BKSS.
For example, in one emboxed story, the merchant
Buddhavarman's wife advises him to utter a small
falsehood for a larger good, and cites the example of
the Pandava prince Yudhisthira:

karye guruni prapte mithya satyarh api_egate /
asvatthama hato draur;irfit lice kirn na pandavah //
BKSS 22.39.
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Like Dhruvaka earlier, the merchant's wife is alluding to
the Epic for rhetorical purposes and is thereby simplifying
the issue. What Yudhisthira actually said was not quite
asvatthama hato draunih. Aloud he says ASvatthama
hatah and adds in an undertone hatah kurjarah, hoping
thus to escape the sin of uttering falsehood.

1% Sukthankar, “Prolegomina,” op. cit., p. 41.

The practice of equitable justice together with
truthfulness in thought, word and deed in one
word: that which is in conformity with the Vedas,
that alone is Dharma ov vighteousness.

— Dayanand Saraswati

Soft speech is the severest austerity. Humality is one
quality liked by the Lovd.

— Basaveswara

Rid thy mind of lust, wrath, covetousness, obstinacy
and attachment. Thou shalt then be qualified to
behold the Supreme Essence in this world self and

meet Hum. ,
— Gurn Gobind Singh




