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Samenvatting

Dit proefschrift biedt een herwaardering van Nayacandra Siri's meesterwerk,
Hammiramahakavya (HMK), het “Grote Dichtwerk over Hammira”. Dit Sanskriet epos uit
het begin van de vijftiende eeuw vertelt het beroemde verhaal van de krijgerkoning
Hammira Chauhan van Ranthambhor (r.1283-1301) en zijn nederlaag in de strijd met
Alauddin Khalji, sultan van Delhi (r. 1296-1316). HMK maakt deel uit van een mogelijk
bredere literaire stroming van historische poézie, die recent veel belangstelling heeft
gewekt, voornamelijk bij historici. HMK wordt meestal selectief gelezen, vanuit een
historiografische optiek, om inzicht te krijgen in premoderne representaties van de
controversiéle en lang genegeerde Delhi Sultanaat-periode (1206-1555). Echter, als
literatuur of poézie - waardig om onderzocht te worden als een esthetisch object - blijft
HMK ondergewaardeerd. Dit is zo voor de meeste historische poézie, die veel ‘gebruikt’
wordt, maar niet echt wordt gelezen. Het resultaat is dat ons begrip van de Zuid-
Aziatische historische poézie - de individuele gedichten, evenals de literair-historische
betekenis ervan als een zeer populair literair genre - erg beperkt blijft. We weten in feite
niet goed waar complexe gedichten als HMK eigenlijk over gaan, en hoe ze historische
‘werkelijkheid’ representeren. Dit proefschrift daagt momenteel dominante sociaal-
politieke analyses uit, die vaak neigen om historische poézie te classificeren - en impliciet
te devalueren - als politieke lofdichten, gesponsord door de elite om hun waarden te
promoten en hun aanspraken op macht te onderschrijven. Deze studie toont het belang
aan om het speelse, subversieve en innovatieve karakter van HMK te erkennen. Ik doe dit
door een grondige literaire analyse van Nayacandra’s Sanskriet epos als geheel, gepaard
met een nauwkeurige situering van dit werk in zijn historische context: het hof van
Gwalior onder de Tomar koning Virama (1402-1423).

Luisteren naar speelsheid - en heroische Sanskriet poézie verstaan als spel - betekent
aandacht hebben voor verschillende poétische en narratieve effecten en technieken:
doelgerichte dissonanties tussen het gepretendeerde opzet en de tragische, vaak anti-
heroische inhoud; intertekstueel spel; ironie; parodie; hoorbare stiltes; subversieve
knipogen naar het politicke heden; meta-poétische en  -historische
vervreemdingstechnieken; doelgerichte inversies van bestaande narratieve modellen; de
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structurerende functie van complexe poétische beelden en symbolische personages; het
verweven en verdichten van meta-poétische, intertekstuele, thematische en religieus-
filosofische niveaus, enz. In mijn lezing van HMK breng ik dergelijke literaire aspecten
aan het licht, met als doel om een belangrijke nuance te brengen aan recente socio-
politieke lezingen die de complexiteit van historische poézie afvlakken. Daarnaast zoekt
deze studie komaf te maken met oude Oriéntalistische, en nog steeds gangbare ideeén
over de zogenaamd statische, oncreatieve en fantasieloze aard van ‘middeleeuwse’
Sanskriet poézie.

Naast een herwaardering van HMK’s esthetische kwaliteiten, onderzoekt dit
proefschrift de grote literaire aantrekkingskracht van de Hammira-legende zelf, en de
nauwelijks erkende invloed op latere tragisch-historische literatuur in lokale talen.
Nayacandra’s Sanskriet epos is de vroegst overgeleverde versie van deze legende. Deze
studie belicht de culturele en literair-historische betekenis van de verhalen over
Hammira ‘De Stoute’, een van de meest populaire historische helden was van het
premoderne Noord-India, die in de historische poézie wordt voorgesteld als een bijzonder
tegenstrijdige figuur. De herinnering aan Hammira - en zijn hele legende - bezielt een
zeer groot deel van de heldencultuur van Noord-India, tot op vandaag. Dit proefschrift
toont aan dat HMK de heroische grondslagen van de beroemde Hammira-legende op
speelse wijze doorheen schudt - een belangrijk motief doorheen dit epos. De schone
schijn van heldhaftigheid wordt meesterlijk ontluisterd en uitgehold, en de tragische
zinloosheid van oorlog, machtspolitiek en heldendaden wordt subtiel blootgelegd in al
haar contradicties.



Summary

This dissertation offers a reappraisal of Nayacandra Siri’s masterpiece,
Hammiramahakavya (HMK), the “Great Poem of Hammira”. This early fifteenth century
Sanskrit epic retells the story of the warrior-king Hammira Chauhan of Ranthambhor
(r.1283-1301) and his defeat at the hands of Alauddin Khalji, Sultan of Delhi (r. 1296-1316).
HMK is part of a potentially wider movement of historical poetry, which has attracted
considerable interest in the past decades, mostly from historians invested in reevaluating
premodern representations of the controversial and long-ignored Delhi Sultanate period
(1206-1555). However, as literature or poetry, worthy of interest in its own right, HMK is
highly undervalued. This is also the case for many other specimens of historical poetry,
which remain largely unread. The result is that our understanding of South Asian
historical poetry - the individual poems, as well as its literary-historical significance as a
popular literary genre - is very limited. We don’t know what complex poems like HMK
‘actually say’, and how they represent historical realities. This dissertation challenges the
currently prevalent socio-political mode of analysis, which tends to classify - and devalue
- historically themed poems as political eulogies, sponsored by elites to promote their
values and underwrite claims to power. This study stresses the importance of taking
seriously HMK’s deeply playful, subversive and innovative character. I do this through a
close literary reading of HMK against the backdrop of its context of composition in early-
fifteenth century Gwalior, while exploring the text’s relation to earlier and later trends
of historical and non-historical literature.

Listening for playfulness - and understanding poetry as play - means looking beyond
surface layers. It means paying attention to various poetic and narrative effects and
techniques: purposeful dissonances between eulogistic format and tragic content; audible
silences; intertextual games; ironic cues; parodic effects; subversive nods to the political
present; meta-poetic/historic distancing techniques; meaningful inversions of narrative
templates and historical memories; the structuring function of complex poetic imagery
and symbolic characters; the repeated intertwining of meta-poetic, intertextual,
thematic, and religious-philosophical levels, etc. By doing justice to such literary features
this study not only hopes to bring important nuances to recent historiographical analysis
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of HMK, it also challenges still prevalent Orientalist ideas about the supposedly static,
uncreative and unimaginative nature of ‘medieval’ Sanskrit poetry: those many Sanskrit
poems composed in what Sheldon Pollock famously called the ‘vernacular millennium’.

Apart from offering a more sympathetic understanding of HMK’s aesthetic goals, this
dissertation explores the great literary appeal of the Hammira legend itself, and its barely
acknowledged influence on later ‘chivalric’ Rajput literature. I highlight the cultural- and
literary-historical significance of the many stories about Hammira ‘the Bold’ (hatha), who
became one of the most popular historical heroes of premodern North India. The spirit of
the Rajput king Hammira - and the template of his story - animates much of Northern
India’s Rajput culture, which continues to be instrumentalized in present-day India to
underwrite political agendas. This dissertation demonstrates that one of the first full-
fledged literary expressions of the Hammira legend playfully shakes the heroic
foundations of this popular story. HMK’s author deliberately debunks and hollows out the
eulogistic frame, while exposing the tragic futility of war, power politics, and hero-
worship in all its inner contradictions.
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Introduction: the charms and challenges of reading
pre-modern historical poetry

Poeisis, in fact, is a play-function. It proceeds within the play-ground of the mind, in a
world of its own which the mind creates for it. There things have a very different
physiognomy from the one they wear in “ordinary life”, and are bound by ties other than
those of logic and causality. If a serious statement be defined as one that may be made in
terms of waking life, poetry will never rise to the level of seriousness.

Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens (2016 [1938]), p.119
What is the use of the poet’s poetry

and what the use of the archer’s arrow

when it enters the other’s heart

but does not make his head shake?

Nayacandra Stiri’s Rambhamarijari, 1.38"

! kim kaves tasya kavyena kim kandena dhanusmatah |

parasya hrdaye lagnam na ghiirnayati yac chirah |[38||

The verse plays on the dual meaning of para as “another” and “enemy”. (Sanskrit text quoted from
the edition of Poddar 1976: 29)



1.1 Historical kavya, what is it?

This study offers a first close literary reading and contextualization of a fascinating
Sanskrit epic or ‘great poem’ (mahakavya), Hammira-mahakavya, “The Great Poem of
Hammira”. It deals with the famous story of king Hammira, the last Chauhan ruler of the
hillfort of Ranthambhor (r.1283-1301) who met his death at the hands of the Delhi Sultan
Alauddin Khalji (r. 1296-1316). The poem was composed in the early fifteenth century by
the Jain poet and monk Nayacandra Siiri, who may have been the first poet - but not the
last - to render the story of Hammira into a great, epic poem.

Nayacandra’s Hammira-mahakavya (henceforth HMK) is a relatively well-known,
much-cited but poorly understood specimen of the understudied South Asian genre of
‘historical’ poetry (kavya). Broadly speaking, this classification is used to refer to highly
ornate and complex literary works - mostly epics (mahakavya) and plays (nataka) - having
historical personae and events as its subject matter. Although only a few examples
survive from the first millennium CE - ‘the early days’ of Sanskrit kavya - the composition
of historical poetry became a much-preferred literary choice from the eleventh century
onwards, extending well into the Mughal and colonial period.

For historians in modern times these historical poems have provided, and continue to
provide, a useful counter-perspective to the Indo-Persian historiographical traditions of
South Asia. Many generations of scholars understood the Persian chronicles to be more
‘historiographical’ in a Western sense, which were therefore deemed more valuable and
useful for ‘doing history’ than their more poetic and less ‘serious’ counterparts in Indian
languages. In recent decades more nuanced approaches to what history is, or can be, has
drawn new attention to many historical poems and other genres of historical literature,
composed in Sanskrit and vernacular languages. Many of these works are now read to
address all sorts of historiographical and theoretical questions pertaining to changing
historical sensibilities, premodern historiography itself, the representation of pre-
modern ‘Hindu-Muslim’ encounters, cross-cultural dialogues in the confrontation with
ethnic and cultural ‘others’, shifting historical memories, historical ‘textures’ in various
genres of historiographical literature, etc.?

2 For the memory approach, see the important recent work of Cynthia Talbot (2016) on Prthviraja
Chauhan, and that of Ramya Sreenivasan (2007) on the story of the Rajput queen Padmavati. For two
important books that critique earlier Orientalist claims about the absence of historical writing in Indian
languages and genres, see Romila Thapar’s “The Past Before Us” (2013) on North Indian historiographical
traditions and Rao, Shulman, and Subrahmanyam'’s influential “Textures of Time” (2001) on history writing
in South India, and the ensuing discussion in the journal History and Theory that resulted in their “pragmatic
response” (2007). See Talbot (2012), Busch (2012) and Truschke (2012) for three notable articles on historical



This historiographical and theoretical outlook also means that the many historical
epics and plays have been predominantly ‘used’ to say something about historical
realities external to the text, rather than valued as aesthetic practices, with important
exceptions.’ Of course, this approach is not problematic in itself. Quite the contrary, I
believe it is very important to ‘use’ these texts for historiographical purposes and offer
fresh looks on the past, while employing new interpretative frameworks that allow us to
look beyond the paradigms of ‘more serious’ Western or Indo-Persianate historiography.
The problem is that very few historical poems have actually been read as literature or
poetry, worth reading from beginning to end, with attention to their distinct poetic
characters, literary effects and aesthetic goals. The result is that we don’t really know
what many of these remarkably complex historical poems are actually ‘about’, what they
try to say or do beyond their surface meaning, or beyond the historical realties and
memories they reflect (and distort). The deep literary complexities which are inherent to
the genre of kavya - also of the historical kind - are often ignored in recent
historiographically oriented and socio-politically textured readings of historical poems
like HMK. In short, despite the growing interest in premodern forms of historical
literature, the many historical kavyas in Sanskrit remain undervalued as literature or
poetry, for reasons I will further examine below.

This study intends to show that Nayacandra’s mahakavya or ‘great poem’ of Hammira
is truly great, not only as a remarkably innovative work of Sanskrit historical poetry, but
also for its cultural-historical significance as the first - or at least earliest extant - fully-
fledged epic rendering of the story of Hammira. Like the influential literary trajectory of
his (in)famous predecessor Prthviraja, the story of Hammira’s heroic struggle had
sparked the imagination of poets, bards, story-tellers and painters who turned him into
one of the most famous historical heroes of North India, a tragic, admired but also
profoundly ambiguous historical ‘model’.* The story of Hammira the ‘courageous’ (sattva)

poems in Indian languages, providing a counter-perspective to Mughal historiography and addressing the
topic of cross-cultural dialogues. For a recent overview on various genres of historical writing in South Asia,
and the theoretical issues surrounding it, see Daud Ali (2012).

* A noteworthy exception is the book “Textures of Time” (2001) mentioned in the previous note, and
the work of Allison Busch, put together in her book “Poetry of Kings” (2011) about vernacular courtly poetry
in the early-modern period. In addition, worthy of mention is a special issue on the historical poetry of the
Kashmirian poet Bilhana (Bronner 2010; McCrea 2010; and Cox 2010) and the Rgjatarargini tradition
pioneered by Kalhana, (Bronner 2013; McCrea 2013; Ali 2013; and Obrock 2013). For a recent reappraisal of
Kalhana’s Rajatarangini as a whole, see the book-length study of Shonaleeka Kaul (2018).

* For the most complete list of fully-fledged renderings of the Hammira tale, see Sandesara’s note
(1965:362-3) on Amrtakalasa’s Hammira-prabandha (1518 CE), an “unnoticed maru-gurjara poem eulogising
the exploits of Hammira”. He mentions ten works composed between the fifteenth and mid-nineteenth
century, some of which also remain unnoticed and await edition.



and later the ‘obstinate’ (hatha) had a formative - but barely acknowledged - influence
on what we now classify as ‘Rajput literature’: tragic-historical narratives from Sultanate
and Mughal period India, which ostensibly glorify a warrior-ethos of heroic resistance and
self-sacrifice. This dissertation seeks to nuance this picture by offering a novel reading
of HMK, one of the earliest ‘Rajput epics’.

Broadly speaking this dissertation revolves around two major goals. First of all, I seek
to demonstrate that HMK, the great poem of Hammira, is an intriguingly complex,
subversive and innovative work of Sanskrit literature. It is composed by a daringly bold
author who infuses his poem with sharp critical edges, playful twists and an
extraordinary intertextual depth. With important exceptions, the historical court epic
continues to be predominantly read, interpreted and classified - and implicitly
denounced - as ‘heroic poetry’ (vira kavya) and political propaganda, ‘idealizing’
literature, composed to promote and underwrite elite interests. As such, its function and
raison d’étre are often too easily put on pair with the genre of inscriptional praise poetry
(prasasti).c (Yet, in this genre too subversive and legitimizing functions co-exists
simultaneously, as shown in a fascinating cross-cultural study and reappraisal of the
genre by Rebecca Gould, who has aptly called it the “much-maligned panegyric.”) If we
stretch this view on courtly poetry too far, or selectively focus on functionalistic or
instrumentalist approaches to literature, the poet risks being reduced to a mere

S Rajput literature’s concern with praising, promoting and idealizing a warrior-culture of heroic self-
sacrifice, is central in the work of Janet Kamphorst (her PhD thesis “In Praise of Death” 2008), the work of
Michael Bednar (his PhD thesis “Conquest and Resistance in context: a historiographical reading of Sanskrit
and Persian Battle Narratives” (2007)), the work on Prthviraja by Cynthia Talbot (The Last Hindu Emperor
(2016)), the work of Ramya Sreenivasan in a number of articles on Rajput poems, including HMK (as in
“Alauddin Khalji Remembered: Conquest, Gender and Community in Medieval Rajput Narratives” (2002))
and in a recent book by Aparna Kapadia (In Praise of Kings: Rajputs, Sultans and Poets in Fifteenth-century Gujarat
(2018)).

¢ As for example in Siegfried Lienhard’s evaluation of Sanskrit historical poetry in his “A History of
Classical poetry” (1984). Judging this body of literature against the models of western historiography,
Lienhard states that they “made no attempt to study their sources critically or to do any other historical
research” (216). He denies these works the notion ‘critically’, explaining that: “As it was the poet’s intention
to say nothing but good of his protector and to prophesy auspicious things for him, as in prasastis, eulogies
on kings, ministers, etc., truth and fiction are mingled quite uncritically. It was not in the author’s interest
to build his work on the basis of historical or geographical material; his main object was rather to compose
something that was effective poetically and would earn him the approval of his master and the critics.” (p.
216)

7 Gould 2015, in an article titled “The Much-Maligned Panegyric: toward a political poetics of
premodern literary form”. It compares panegyric genres in both Sanskrit, Chinese, Arabic and Persian
traditions, demonstrating how “the panegyric’s structure counter-intuitively subverts a patronage-based
economy by glorifying poetry while ostensibly enacting the patron’s elevation, as well as by maximizing the
rhetorical powers of the tropes of discursive indirection, double entendre, and self-referentiality” (p. 255).



instrument of power.: We may overlook other important questions about what this poetry
is ‘really about’, or what it is also about, and what the poet does beyond telling stories
about the ‘glorious deeds’ of heroes and kings. Even though HMK can be broadly classified
as ‘heroic poetry’ (vira kavya), the author doesn’t grant anyone fulsome praise - not the
heroes, and not his patron. Put differently, it may be more prudent to read HMK as a ‘great
poem’, a mahakavya, rather than a ‘heroic poem’ (vira kavya). I return to this point below,
drawing on methodological observations by Lawrence McCrea in an article on one of the
great poems of Sanskrit literature.

Secondly, this dissertation seeks to give insight into the cultural-historical import of
the Hammira story itself, which was of great significance for the chivalric Rajput culture
and literature of North India. Not only do references to “bold” (hatha) Hammira turn up
in many narratives about Rajput kings, I would argue that his story itself provided the
narrative template for many other - initially - less heroic ‘forgotten heroes’ who were
also defeated by Alauddin Khalji.’ It thus seems that well-known, influential vernacular
poems like Padmanabha’s Kanhadade-prabandha (1455), about the Chauhan ruler of Jalor,
and Malik Muhammad Jayasi’s Padmavat, about the Gubhila ruler Ratansen of Chittor, were
purposefully modelled after the Hammira legend. Even though a lengthy comparison
with such poems is beyond the scope of this dissertation, I will occasionally draw
attention to intriguing parallels. It is hoped that a better understanding of the Hammira
story may also elucidate what these other, later texts are about and how they took shape.
In addition, my close reading of HMK may also shed new light on the literary-historical
significance and impact of earlier genres from which it emerged. For example, reading a
historical poem like HMK means understanding how it both follows and plays with the
conventions of the mahakavya genre. Without a good understanding of the aesthetic goals
of this genre, it becomes difficult to make sense of how the story of Hammira is told in
Nayacandra’s great poem.

Before further placing the present study in its broader research context, I want to start
this introduction by briefly getting the ‘basic’ facts straight. HMK narrates the story of
the last ruler of the famous Sakambhar branch of Chauhans. With its tragic plot this epic
stands out from the history of Sanskrit poetry (kavya), and thus appears to have paved
the way for many later tragic-historical poems, in vernacular languages. The poem was

® 1t is difficult to prove or disprove whether a particular poem or genre comes into existence (and is
preserved) because of socio-political processes and needs, like the upward mobilization of rivalling warrior
Rajput clans who sponsored ‘heroic poetry’. It may be more prudent to say that their courts provided the
locus of poetic compositions (and competitions). A poem like HMK indeed arises in a context where patron-
kings sought to legitimize claims to power, but it may be highly critical of this context itself.

°For example, in Amrit Rai’s Mancarit (1585) who laments that “bold Hammira” (hatht hamvira) is gone,
quoted from Busch (2012: 312). Hammira’s story is also referred to in Jayasi’s famous Padmavat (1540) and
clearly influenced its plot, as noted in Behl (2002: 206). I discuss the oft-neglected but influential literary
trajectory of the Hammira story as a running theme throughout this dissertation.



composed more than a century after the events, by the Jain poet-monk Nayacandra Siri.
At the end of his Hammira poem, he ‘explains’ that his Sanskrit composition was the
result of a literary contest at the (recently established) court of king Virama Tomar, who
ruled the kingdom of Gwalior from 1402 to 1423. (I present a close reading of this often-
overlooked verse in the first chapter - it is here where Nayacandra playfully states that
he was ‘shaken’ into making his new poem of Hammira). This means that HMK was
composed shortly after the turbulent turn to the fifteenth century, in the wake of Timur’s
(Tamerlane) sack of Delhi (1398). This landmark historical event shook the foundations of
the Delhi Sultanate, creating opportunities for local chiefs - both Muslims and Hindus -
like the Tomars to revolt and carve out independent kingdoms.*

Nayacandra’s great poem (mahakavya) of Hammira is literally great (maha) or epic in
scope in the sense that it covers, in fourteen cantos (ca. 1500 verses), the entire history of
the Chauhans of Sakambharf, from its mythological founder up to the death of Hammira,
and his continued remembrance in the present. In addition to the story of Hammira,
Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic, arguably the first fully-fledged literary reworking of his
famous legend, also contains the first tragic-heroic rendering of the story of Hammira’s
(in)famous predecessor Prthviraja Chauhan (1177-1192)." This historical king is popularly
known as the last independent ‘Hindu Emperor’ of Delhi, whose various literary
trajectories and various ‘remembrances’ between the year 1200 and 2000 have been
recently studied by Cynthia Talbot in her book The Last Hindu Emperor (2016). The

1© HMK thus took shape in the context of the radically changed socio-political environment of
Northern India after the (in)famous Timur left Delhi in ruins - and continued his military campaigns
westwards where he would shake the political foundations of the Ottoman empire in the battle of Ankara
(1402). Worthy of note is that modern historians now regard the Timurid campaigns as landmark historical
events marking the transition to the ‘early-modern’ period, in which the Eurasian world was becoming
increasingly connected, as discussed in Sanjay Subrahmanyam important essay “Connected Histories: Notes
towards a Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia” (1997). See the recent edited volume After Timur left:
Culture and Circulation in Fifteenth-century North India (2014) for a number of good articles on significant
changes in North Indian literary culture.

" This point is also made in Cynthia Talbot’s work, who notes that the “idea of Prithviraj as a tragic
hero” (2016: 68) appears to emerge around the fourteenth and fifteenth century, as seen in a poem like HMK.
There is of course Jayanaka’s biographical epic Prthvirdjavijaya “The victory of Prthviraja” (ca. 1192-3), which
was composed during Prthvirdja’s reign itself, But since it is composed as a patron-centred epic it doesn’t
qualify as a later heroic transformation of Prthviraja’s tragic fate. The thirteenth and fourteenth century
prabandha narratives clearly do not cast Prthvirdja as a man worthy of the label ‘tragic hero’.

2 Her work discusses Prthviraja as a ‘site of memory’, whose story signified something different in
different memory communities, changing over time. She draws attention to the fact that India’s
controversial ‘heroic past’ is still very much alive, or purposefully kept alive. In recent times historical kings
like Prthviraja have thus been re-modelled and appropriated as national heroes, symbolizing ‘Hindu India’s’
admirable resistance to the ‘Muslim invader’. There is an upcoming Bollywood movie Prithviraj (release date
November 2020), which is likely going to reinforce this problematic rhetoric of othering.



entrance of Prthviraja as a tragic hero in Nayacandra’s epic, may support my take on the
pioneering role of HMK in transforming these historical kings into full-fledged literary
heroes. In this regard it is worth noting, briefly, that Nayacandra also composed a
‘historical play’ called Rambhamafijart, written in a mixture of Sanskrit and Prakrit (and
including a panegyric in the local language), about the amorous exploits of the infamous
Jayacandra of Kannauj.” This king is also briefly (and subtly) mentioned at the end of HMK
as the ‘cripple Jaitra’ (14.11), one of the many historical kings who ended up making a fool
of himself - not unlike the Chauhan heroes of his Sanskrit epic.*

By paying attention to important literary issues - framing devices, ambiguous imagery,
multiple layers, subversive edges, deep intertextual play, ironies, etc. - and the overall
playfulness of Hammira-mahakavya this dissertation seeks to elucidate some of the
interpretative problems encountered by historians, while also complicating some of the
conclusions drawn from more superficial readings of Nayacandra’s epic as a political
eulogy, as I explain later in this introduction. In fact, this study partly answers to a call
made by acclaimed historians like Cynthia Talbot and Romila Thapar themselves. They
have both stressed the need for a more in-depth literary and comparative study of these
historical poems to understand what they actually say (or do).” 1t is therefore hoped that
a closer literary reading of HMK will further substantiate and possibly redirect ongoing
historiographical research on what these texts reveal about socio-political realities
external to the text.

13 See the PhD dissertation (in French) by Melinda Fodor (2017) for a recent discussion of Nayacandra’s
RambhamarijarT and the rare sattaka genre of which Nayacandra’s play is the first known follow-up of
Rajasekhara’s tenth century Karpiramarijari, the model of this subgenre of erotic drama.

14 T discuss the significance of this verse as a meta-historic reflection in chapter five, in section
“Playing with memories: Hammira ‘the good’ becomes ‘sleepy’ Prthviraja/Jayacandra”. It is worth noting
here that there is not much history in this play. It is humorously framed as a reenactment of the story of
Jayacandra, presented as the most powerful king of the time, with a plot revolving around his unsurpassed
sex-appeal (and insatiable appetite for sexual pleasure). However, the play is infused with deep ironies, and
full of oblique references to his not so ideal, tragic defeat at the hand of Shahabuddin Muhammad Ghori,
which was precisely linked to his fatal infatuation with women. The play can be understood as a ‘sequel’ to
his epic on Hammira (and Prthviraja, the rival of Jayacandra). The prologue of his play even quotes how
Nayacandra has described himself in his Sanskrit epic, referring to his fondness of two famous ‘second-
millennium’ poets, Amaracandra and Sriharsa, in verses 1.16-19 (in the edition of Poddar (1976)). Both
Nayacandra’s works are infused with a deeply ambiguous play-spirit, which may even ‘deceive’ the clever
reader, as the author puts it the prologue of his play, in the Prakrit verse 1.12 (in Poddar 1976: 16-17.)

1> Thus in a forthcoming article by Cynthia Talbot, titled “Turks, warriors, and conquerors: Narratives
of Hindu-Muslim encounters between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries", she concludes her
discussion by saying that a “much more fine-grained analysis is required before we can gain a better
understanding of heroic histories like Prthvirdj Raso and Hammira mahakavya.” More than a decade ago Romila
Thapar similarly acknowledged in her brief discussion of this understudied genre that “[a] more analytical
and comparative study of these epic poems may reveal what they are actually saying” (Thapar 2005: 130).



This project originally started as an exploration of several other related historical texts
about Hammira and other Chauhan rulers, especially Prthviraja, written in various genres
(mahakavya “court epic”, prabandha “prose narrative”, raso “martial ballad”). Both for
practical and methodological reasons this study purposefully chooses to focus on one
text. The added value of devoting a study to a single text, instead of presenting a study of
many texts - which is clearly the more dominant scholarly trend - is that it allows to
engage in a more profound way with the poem’s multiple dimensions and literary
complexity. In order to answer to the recurrent call for a more systematic understanding
of historical poetry we need more close, in-depth readings of individual poems.*
Typically, recent attempts to historicize or theorize the unprecedented profusion of
historical literature, in various genres, are hindered by our poor understanding of the
individual works themselves. This makes a more systematic, theoretical understanding of
South Asian historical poetry rather difficult.

Generally speaking, in South Asia the composition and patronage of historical poetry
takes an unprecedented ‘popular’ turn from the eleventh century onwards, in the courts
of North and Western India, and according to Lawrence McCrea extended “at least into
the thirteenth”.” At this time patrons begin to increasingly appear as the heroic subjects
of Sanskrit epic poems (mahakavya) and plays. The sudden rise of this genre of ‘patron-

16 As in Bronner 2010 on the poetics of ambivalence in Bilhana’s historical poem, concluding that more
research is needed to historicize the oft-noted attitude of political cynicism and more personal critical poetic
voice in post-1000 AD Sanskrit literature, drawing attention to the work of Phyllis Granoft (1995) on similar
attitudes in the prabandha literature (p. 481 in Bronner’s article). Other interesting questions pertaining to
the “outpouring of historiographic writing” (Talbot 2000: 293) after the establishment of Islamicate rule (ca.
1200 onwards) are addressed in an article by Talbot on an early sixteenth century historical kavya in Telugu.
Talbot suggests it may reflect a dialogue with the “flourishing Indo-Muslim historiographical tradition”
(293). She argues that the confrontation with the ‘other’ may have provided a stimulus for a “contrasting
self-identity” in a period of increased regionalization and dramatic political shifts. In support of this view,
Talbot draws attention to an influential article by Sheldon Pollock on the political imagination of the great
Indian epic Ramayana. Pollock has famously argued that from the twelfth century onwards the Ramayana
template entered the political realm to “other” the Turkish rulers, as evidenced by historical epics like
Jayanaka’s Prthvirajavijaya (ca. 1192-3). The text is key to Sheldon Pollock’s argument. He labels this poem
as the first text to imagine the career of a historical king as the story of Rama. However, as Pollock notes
himself, unfortunately “[s]erious analysis of this crucial text is nonexistent” (1993: 274, n. 12). Almost three
decades later “the long-ignored Prthvirgjavijaya” (274) still awaits more careful literary analysis, as it remains
the case with many other historical kavyas.

7 McCrea 2010: 506, who also makes note of the extant patron-centered works before the eleventh
century. Most notably there is Bana’s seventh century Harsacarita (“The life of Harsa”) about the emperor
Harsa, which clearly inspired later patron-centered epics, even though Bana’s work is not a mahakavya, but
an akhyayika, an historical prose narrative. There is Vakpatirdja’s eighth-century Gauda-vaho (“The killing of
(the king of) Gauda”), composed in Prakrit, about the king of Kannauj Yasovarman (early eighth century).
The first known Sanskrit patron-centered mahdkdvya is the tenth century Navasahasarnkacarita, by
Padmagupta, in which his patron, the Paramara king Sindhuraja features as the hero of the epic.



centered’ court poetry, and later related forms of historical literature like the prabandha
literature, is intriguing and worthy of more careful scholarly consideration, especially
since it becomes one of the most dominant forms for literary expression in the Mughal
period.'

Despite the ostensible narrow focus of this study, my close reading of HMK intends to
shed new light on several thematically related texts predating and postdating the
composition of this text. This is because a work like HMK is deeply intertextual. An
important challenge for the modern reader is to understand the nature of intertextual
conversations. How do texts respond to each other, borrow from each other, or break
away from earlier models? I will, for example, highlight that the composition of HMK and
later ‘Rajput’ tales have clear roots in earlier traditions of historical poetry like the
patron-centered epic and the prabandha literature (which itself critically reflects on the
former genre), but they may have a somewhat parodic relation to these earlier trends.
Yet, it remains difficult to speak about such issues - relations between genres, their
literary models, the topic of literary innovation - because the histories we have are full
of gaps, and supported by superficial readings of individual works. The important recent
volume on kavya titled Innovations and Turning Points: Toward a History of Kavya Literature
(2014, ed. by Bronner et al.) has addressed this problem in a powerful way.

In the final section of the introduction I will elaborate on the significance of this
scholarly project, and how this dissertation aims to contribute to its goals. The point is
that our understanding of the genre of historical kavya is still very limited. How different
are the aesthetic goals and poetic textures from earlier non-historical kavya literature?
Do they share similar literary models? Are works like HMK part of a wider literary
movement of historical literature, composed in different genres and languages? How do
innovations in writing about the past connect to the context in which this genre appears
to flourish - like the dramatic socio-political shifts with the emergence of the Delhi
Sultanate, increased political regionalization, the emergence of vernacular literary
culture, the confrontation and dialogue with cultural and ethnic others, and so forth?

181 have adopted the term ‘patron-centred epic’ from McCrea’s (2010) discussion of the seminal role
of Bilhana’s Vikramankadevacarita (c.1085-1089) in this new genre. Generally speaking, the rise of the genre
of patron-centered epic seems closely linked to the aspirations of various clans in North and Western India
who competed with each other to gain political supremacy and fill up the power-vacuum left by the fall of
the Gurjara-Pratihara empire after the turn to the eleventh century. Kings invited poets and bards to glorify
their dynasties, and - not unimportantly - to keep silent about political problems, defeats and personal short-
comings. For example, with the weakening of the Delhi Sultanate at the end of the fourteenth century and
the (re-)emergence of independent kingdoms and sultanates, we see a clear resurgence of this type of
patron-centered poetry, as evidenced by historical poems from the period that were now composed both in
Sanskrit and in vernacular languages. In the Mughal period it appears to become even more dominant as a
mode for literary expression, as evident from the work of Busch on vernacular historical poetry (2010).



1.2 Beyond power: how to read a Sanskrit historical poem
from the ‘vernacular millennium’?

What is the significance of the fact that the influential story of Hammira - arguably the
first true Rajput hero - finds its first fully-fledged epic rendering in the format of a
Sanskrit mahakavya, a ‘great poem’, written by a Jain monk in the early fifteenth century,
more than hundred years after the historical events? Why are there no earlier versions
extant, composed in a vernacular idiom, which was clearly becoming an accepted medium
for literary expression? There is something significant about the fact that a ‘popular’
regional and tragic story finds its first epic expression in a prestigious Sanskrit
mahakavya, a genre known for its cosmopolitan character and perhaps also for its
predominant preference for ‘happy endings’.” For one thing, it says something about the
extraordinary vitality and resilience of the tradition of Sanskrit poetry (kavya), and the
continued prestige of the ‘epic’ mahakavya genre, whose origins go back 1500 years
earlier. What does it mean to write a Sanskrit historical mahakavya in the fifteenth
century? And how does the entrance of the Hammira legend into this great genre effects
the treatment of his story? These questions may tell us something about how literary
innovation in Sanskrit literature takes place in conversation with an emerging vernacular
tradition, rather than that the latter replaces the vitality of literary expression in
Sanskrit, as argued by Sheldon Pollock in a controversial article about the ‘Death of
Sanskrit’ (2001).

In the case of North Indian literary culture, Pollock situates this dramatic cultural shift
around the middle of the fifteenth century. He does this precisely by discussing the case
of Tomar Gwalior, and the pioneering role of the vernacular poet Visnudas, a generation
after Nayacandra presented his Sanskrit epic at the Tomar court under Virama Tomar, a
king who had also commissioned one of the first vernacular inscriptions, under the name
of ‘Birammadeva’.* Could we then see Nayacandra’s Sanskrit court epic as the ‘last’ vain
attempt to compose a Sanskrit court epic, signaling an endpoint of a slow and gradual
process of literary decay? Does the poem fit into what Pollock classifies - in the context
of Sanskrit literature in South India - as “imperial documents”: state plays and epic poems
about royal victories and successes (carita, vijaya, abhyudaya)?* Pollock’s thesis on the

19 See Pollock (2001: 222 ff.) for a discussion of this ideal in Sanskrit poetic theory.

2 Thus Pollock’s (2006: 394-5) discussion of the emergence of the vernacular in Gwalior. He discusses
the vernacular inscription of Virama Tomar (Birammadeva) from 1405 as symptomatic of the vernacular
transformation in Gwalior (292) as evidenced by the ‘vernacularization’ of the two Sanskrit epics by Visnudas
a generation later.

21 pollock 2001: 403.
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waning vitality and creativity of Sanskrit applies more generally to what he famously
labeled the ‘vernacular millennium’

For reasons that in each case demand careful historical analysis, it had everywhere become more

important—aesthetically, socially, and even politically more urgent—to speak locally rather than
globally. During the course of this vernacular millennium as I have called it, Sanskrit, the idiom of
a cosmopolitan literature, gradually died, in part because cosmopolitan talk made less and less
sense in an increasingly regionalized world.

In my earlier work - my MA thesis - on Nayacandra’s HMK I have partly underwritten
Pollock’s thesis, and classified Nayacandra’s work as a vain attempt to revitalize a dying
Sanskrit literary tradition. Now I am inclined to disagree.

Let me start by making clear that my current understanding of Nayacandra’s great
poem is deeply inspired by two stimulating articles on Sanskrit kavya. One is by David
Shulman (2014) on Kalidasa’s influential masterpiece Raghuvamsa “The Dynasty of the
Raghus”, which provided a model for many later ‘politically themed’ historical kavyas.
The other article is by the same author, co-written with Yigal Bronner (2006), on literary
innovation and creativity in post-1000 AD Sanskrit literature, which powerfully responds
to and convincingly negates Pollock’s thesis on the dying vitality of Sanskrit literature in
the ‘vernacular millennium.” Let me start with the latter article, titled “A Cloud Turned
Goose: Sanskrit in the vernacular millennium.”

Arguing against Pollock’s thesis Shulman and Bronner postulate several theorems
about the significance of post-1000 AD Sanskrit literature. One of them is as follows:
“Sanskrit of the place’ is almost by definition an essay in depth, and as geographical
extent shrinks—sometimes to the space of a single, minute royal court—there is a
corresponding deepening and complexity”.? They demonstrate that many Sanskrit
poems, which remain largely unread and undervalued, achieve an extraordinary
temporal richness through their profound and playful engagement with earlier Sanskrit
textual models and vernacular traditions. They demonstrate their point through a close
reading of a fourteenth century Sanskrit poem from South India, the Hamsasandesa,
“Goose-messenger” belonging to the highly meta-poetic and lyrical genre of ‘messenger
poems’, of which Kalidasa’s fourth century Meghasandesa “Cloud-messenger” was the
seminal model. The depth in this poem, they show, is achieved by making “three

22 Bronner and Shulman 2006: 9. It is worth noting in this regard that Nayacandra’s choice to compose
a Sanskrit epic about Hammira, an historical king widely celebrated across North India and Western India,
may have been conceived as a deliberate move to make a transregional appeal and ensure the spread of his
poem outside its original context. And it clearly did. This may also explain, as I demonstrate at length in
chapter five, why Nayacandra is purposefully ambiguous about the context of patronage.
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intertextual canons” come together: the great Sanskrit epic Ramayana, the Sanskrit
classic of Kalidasa, and a local tradition of vernacular poetry.» The essay highlights that
the relation to such intertexts is not mere emulation. For example, through “acts of
meaningful and purposeful inversion” the poet seeks to outdo earlier models, making
“clouds become history”, and achieve a literary complexity that goes beyond the
possibilities of vernacular poetry.>

This dissertation underwrites several postulations in their article by demonstrating
that Nayacandra’s poetic project can similarly be understood as an essay, or competition
in literary depth, which is also explicitly thematized in his work.» In Nayacandra’s
Sanskrit poem depth, literary complexity and innovation, is similarly achieved through
an engagement with other texts. I will foreground how HMK achieves its complexity and
dynamic movement through the intricate coming together of at least four dominant
‘canonical’ literary models: the great Sanskrit epics Mahdbharata and Ramayana
(especially the former), Kalidasa’s two major Sanskrit epics Raghuvamsa and
Kumarasambhava (especially the former), the Jain prabandha literature (the thirteenth and
fourteenth century collections of historical prose narratives), and an emerging
vernacular tradition of martial literature about historical heroes, like Jayacandra,
Prthviraja and of course Hammira.

I will argue that the effect of this deep intertextual engagement generates a restless
(capala) or playful back-and-forth movement between these different layers. This
movement, and its somewhat ‘confusing’ (vibhrama, 14.46, the last word of the poem)
effect on the reader, is ingeniously ‘conceptualized’ or articulated at the end of his poem,
as play, a being “shaken by a play of restlessness” (capala-keli-dolita, 14.43), which is clearly
meant as a nod to a famous verse from Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa. As 1 explain in the first
chapter, this important verse not only evokes the context of composition or alludes to
Kalidasa, but can be said to thematize the topic of intertextual play, innovation, and the

5 ibid. p. 22.

2 ibid. 12, and 21.

% In his play RambhamafijarT this happens in an episode involving a poetic contest between the jester
and a ‘servant maid’ (cetika) called Karpurika (a clear nod to his intertextual model, Rajasekhara’s
Karpuramafijari). It is the servant-poetess Karpiirika who wins the contest with her verse on the moon rise,
earning the approval of king Jayacandra who proclaims that her poem “has such a depth of poetic meaning
that it makes even the heads of great poets ‘shake’ when they plunge deeply into it, because it pierces
through the soft core”. ..kavitvam idrg artha-gambhiram yad avagahyamanam marma-vedhitaya dhinayati-
tamam mahakavinam api ksanam Siramsi Sanskrit quoted from the edition of Poddar 1976, p.29. (The translation
is my own). It is then that the king utters the verse quoted in the beginning of this introduction, saying that
a poem, like an arrow, is only of use when it strikes the heart, and makes the head shake (ghiirnayati) or nod
(in approval).
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restless ‘shaking’ and playful back-and-forth movement underlying the poet’s vision on
what poetry is and does.

Remarkably, this is almost exactly how Bronner and Shulman define the metaphor of
‘depth’ in their essay on Sanskrit poetry in the ‘vernacular millennium.” They explain how

Depth suggests movement—or a particular kind of restlessness—within a space open to
experience, some of it probably unpredictable, waiting to be explored, perhaps including a strong
personal element.”

and further:

We experience depth in reading when we meet with certain types of complexities - for example,
when the mind is thrown backwards and forwards simultaneously, or when it swerves, swivels, or
loops as it follows the paradoxical directionalities of time and space. Depth results from the
superimposition of the universal on the particular, of the macro on the micro, and from their
strong interweaving. Depth is created by the concurrent existence of several literary canons,
activated and brought into resonant relation with one another. Such activation anticipates an
audience well-versed in and sensitive to the rich intertexts. It also reflects the organic fusion of
scholar and poet - two roles that were occasionally, but not commonly, conflated in earlier periods.
In the literature we are examining, such a merger is perhaps normative.?”

Unmistakably, much of these observations apply to the aesthetic of Nayacandra’s great
poem of Hammira, as I try to demonstrate throughout this dissertation. It is perhaps what
makes the genre of mahakavya literally great and prestigious, and much more than poetry
of kings and their glorious or vainglorious deeds. For the modern reader, however, this
complexity makes it extremely difficult to pin down what a great poem like HMK is about.
I will show, for example, in the first chapter, that already in the prologue, or indeed in
the very first verse, meta-poetic, thematic, religious-philosophical and intertextual levels
become deeply intertwined. To fully understand and appreciate the extraordinary sense
of (temporal) depth emerging from such verses, one needs to have a thorough
understanding of all these levels. One needs to know how things are said or modelled in
a great range of intertexts.? This is a major challenge for the modern reader, or the
beginner student of Sanskrit kavya, unfamiliar with the whole range of Sanskrit poetry

% Bronner and Shulman 2006: 28.

7 ibid.

% In other words, the text constantly invited me to go back and forth between Nayacandra’s verses
and those of Kalidasa, the prabandha literature, the story line of the Mahabharata and the story of Hammira
in other sources. Obviously, for the trained fifteenth century reader or listener this confusing but delightful
back and forth movement (vibhrama) must have happened spontaneously; it is durvarah ‘irresistible, without
restraint’ as we learn in the final verse (14.46).
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that appears to constantly resonate in Nayacandra’s verses. These insights were initially
triggered during the highly stimulating reading sessions I enjoyed with Vidwan H.V.
Nagaraja Rao in Mysore, who would often instantly point out that ‘This is Kalidasa, this is
Bilhana, this is a Vedic expression, etc.””

In addition, my understanding of HMK is deeply influenced by a recent article of David
Shulman, where he offers a close reading and revalidation of Kalidasa’s influential
masterpiece Raghuvamsa “The Raghu Dynasty” (ca. fourth century). This poem appears to
have had an important modelling function for later poems on kingship, like the many
historical kdavyas, as also observed by others.” It is therefore instructive to elaborate on
the significance of this text. Shulman starts by pointing out that “our understanding of
the workings of mahakavya in general is still very limited and conventional.” For
example, complicating scholarly views about Sanskrit poetry’s idealizing function,
Shulman notes how, in his view, “Kalidasa’s kings are rather darker and unstable”.»
Generally speaking, the poem deals with the shifting fates and fortunes of the most
famous lineage of kings, the ‘mythological’ Raghu dynasty. It is the dynasty which
brought forth Rama, the great epic hero and model of kingship. The story of Rama is told
in the middle of the poem, where his kingship, however, is far from idealized.»

Shulman’s article offers many interesting insights about the aesthetic goals of
Kalidasa’s epic poem. He argues that the poem is much less meant to reveal something
‘about’ its major themes - like time in relation to fortune, or the difficult pursuit of the
aims of men (purusartha) - than to make audible and thus actualize time’s pulsation,
expressed through the rhythm of Raghu kingship.* His article is called “Waking Aja”, a
reference to one of the Raghu heroes, who is urged to wake by the royal court poet or
bard, after he has fallen asleep at a critical moment in the poem, namely right before the
wedding ceremony of princess Indumatl. Shulman highlights, among other things, how
meta-poetic and thematic levels intertwine. For example, important episodes like the
‘good-morning’ (suprabhdatam) poems within the poem exert a powerful call to the
reader’s attention. The poet intervenes to wake up his characters - like Aja -, and the
audience.

This dissertation similarly highlights the importance of being attentive to imagery of
‘waking and sleeping’ - and other temporal imagery, like remembering and forgetting -,

» I'm extremely grateful to Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao for these readings sessions on two different
occasions, on December-February, 2017-2018; and February 2019.

%0 Satya Vrat, in his “Glimpses of Jaina Sanskrit Mahakdvyas” (2006: 14), mentions Raghuvamsa’s
influence to be the case for nearly all the Jain mahdkavyas discussed by him.

3t Shulman 2014: 36.

32 ibid. p. 37.

33 See Gary Tubb (2014: 81) on this point.

3 Shulman 2014: 67, speaking about the poem as an “actualization of the consistent pulsation of
temporality as experienced in a culturally specific mode.”
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if we want to make sense of Nayacandra’s poetic project on Hammira, and its over-arching
concern with expressing a certain vision of temporality (and history). It is beyond my
intention - and far beyond my capacity - to approximate Shulman’s analysis of how
Kalidasa’s models reality, rather than ‘describes’ or just represents it. He thus
demonstrates how Kalidasa’s verses achieve a remarkable level of isomorphism.
Thematic, metrical, semantic, phono-aesthetic, and syntactic features are purposefully
aligned to make audible and felt what Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa is predominantly ‘about’ in
Shulman’s reading of the text, namely to express or activate the uneven flow and
rhythmic pulsation of time. A reading more closely attuned to such isomorphic features
of poetry may reveal whether Nayacandra’s poetry shares a similar concern. I will
occasionally highlight where I found cases of isomorphism to be striking, often at turning
point moments in the narrative, when the Chauhan dynasty’s fortune is at stake, at the
verge of breaking. Through careful semantic and syntactic choices, we can often actually
hear moments of rupture, or the tragic process of ‘falling asleep’.

Despite HMK’s purposeful modelling on Kalidasa’s work and its shared concern with
making temporality audible and felt, this dissertation attempts to show how in
Nayacandra’s poem the rhythm of time and fortune is modelled in its own specific,
arguably innovative tragic-historical (and intertextual) mode, with deep ironic
undertones. I will propose that a story about the heroes of the present dark age, the
kaliyuga, is indeed bound to sound more tragic, more real, ‘historical” and less ideal. I will
argue that Nayacandra’s heroes are meant to be more unstable, more ‘shaky and sleepy’
than those in Kalidasa’s poetry. This is partly because other textual models - like the
deeply tragic Mahabharata template, or the critical prabandha template - also merge into
Nayacandra’s version of Chauhan history, and thus playfully confront the application of
textual models like Kalidasa’s poetry.

Why are such features almost never considered in recent readings of HMK? Why do
texts like HMK remain undervalued as works of poetry? Crucial structuring episodes like
the meta-poetic interventions of ‘good-morning’ poetry have been literally left out in
modern readings of HMK, even though they are inserted at critical moments in the poem.
In fact, basic thematic analysis - identification of recurrent motifs and patterns - is
virtually absent in recent discussions of Nayacandra’s poem. This has something to do
with the modern historiographical outlook on historical poems like HMK.
Historiographical analysis of HMK and other related historical poetry is typically driven
by questions pertaining to what Cynthia Talbot in her work on the Prthviraja tradition
calls “the “social logic” of texts about the Indian past: who commissioned them and for
what purpose”.” Such questions are also central in recent readings of HMK by historians

3 Talbot 2016: 7.
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like Michael Bednar and Ramya Sreenivasan, which I will briefly review in the next
section.

As an act of counterbalance, this dissertation stresses the importance of paying
attention to the ‘literary logic’ of historical texts. Moreover, it is important to not over-
emphasize the patron’s role in shaping the narrative. Recent close readings of several
biographical epics show that the poets’ often critical or ambivalent voice tends to surface
in these poems, as in the work of Yigal Bronner, Lawrence McCrea, Cynthia Talbot, Bihani
Sarkar, Phyllis Granoff, Allison Busch, and Heidi Pauwels.*® This is, of course, not unique
to Indian literature, as it is also dominant, for example, in the chivalric and historic
literature at medieval European courts.” The prevalence of such features in premodern
historical or heroic narratives is intriguing and requires more scholarly attention. As the
famous poet Bilhana put it in the preface to his biography of the Western-Chaulukya king
Vikramaditya VI (r.1076-1126), the fact that we praise Rama and not Ravana rests on the
efforts of the primordial poet Valmiki alone: a king should better not anger his court
poet.’® Scholars like Yigal Bronner and Lawrence McCrea have drawn attention to such
striking introductory verses, demonstrating that a poet like Bilhana infuses his
biographical epic with ambiguities and ambivalences to “unimagine the political” and
implicitly question the heroic stature of his patron. Poets make use of poetic devices like
‘ironic’ trick praise (vydja-stuti) - blame in the form of praise, and vice versa -, a figure of

3¢ Thus for this attitude in Sanskrit kavya, see Bronner (2010), McCrea (2010), Sarkar (2013) and Talbot
(2012: 347) and the observations on the poetic attitude of cynicism in Jain prabandha literature by Granoff
(1995: 354) and in vernacular historical poetry by Busch (2005: 41; 2012: 311-15) and Pauwels (2009: 199-200).

57 For example, in his highly acclaimed Herfstij der Middeleeuwen (“Autumn of the Middle Ages”) the
famous Dutch historian and cultural critic Johan Huizinga observes something similar as one of the defining
characteristics of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century French chronicles composed by poet-historians in
service of the French kings and the dukes of Burgundy. He notes (1975 [1919]: 60) how the authors of these
texts start by proclaiming that they are about to praise the glorious deeds, bravery and martial feats of
historical heroes. But no one seems to hold on to this intent. The texts tend to transform into tales of greed,
cruelty and wickedness, critically exposing the human obsession with fame, glory and power. Huizinga
observes how some authors as it were occasionally pick up the heroic tone of their narrative, as if they had
briefly forgotten their self-proclaimed chivalric intent to praise the glorious deeds of the historical actors.
In addition, Huizinga repeatedly describes how medieval cultures of hero-worship appears to be driven by
self-deceptive dreams of heroism, in which harsh realities are transformed into a ‘noble game’. Royal elites
become obsessed with emulating the deeds of heroes like Alexander the Great, Hector or Caesar, or later
heroes from the period of the crusades like Godfrey of Bouillon. In the tales themselves, however, we witness
“an unstable equilibrium between sentimental earnestness and light ridicule”, which in some works
occasionally tilts over to parody (p. 72; I have translated the quote from the original Dutch ).

%8 See the discussion of verse 1.27 in Bilhana’s Vikramarikadevacarita by Bronner (2010: 464) and McCrea
(2010: 506-7).
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style which is quite similar to the use of irony as a figure of style in pre-modern European
literature.”

These features of historical and heroic poetry are clearly linked to what David Shulman
has analyzed, in an article focusing on Tamil literature (1991), as the mutually
interdependent, but often asymmetrical relationship between poet and patron.® Whereas
great poets are dependent on great kings for financial support and acquire name and
fame, kings in turn need poets as “brokers of fame” to secure a positive remembrance and
to prevent their heroic deeds from going into oblivion. Yet, this relationship is uneven,
as the poets themselves emphasize, like Bilhana. Shulman highlights how the poet
imagines himself to have the “monopoly” to determine whether a king achieves fame or
blame." A true poet cannot just unambiguously praise a king or patron, if he is not worthy
of praise. He would risk the typical accusation of being a royal flatter and lose “his unique
relation with the truth (satya), the ultimate source of his power and skill.”*

This dissertation stresses the importance of not treating such aspects - patron-poet
tensions, the poet’s concern with truth, the unstable balance between praise and ridicule,
etc. - as mere footnotes when discussing what premodern South Asian historical poetry
is about, and what it does. Ambivalences, ironies, latent ridicule, ruptures in the heroic
frame, may often pervade the poem as a whole. The poets who composed - or were paid
to compose - historical narratives were very much aware of their potentially problematic
role in shaping and reshaping the past. The poet has to play a kind of balance game when
highlighting the darker aspects of kingship, and master poetic techniques that allow him
to speak ambiguously. Overt critique may not only be dangerous for the poet, it may also
be poetically distasteful. A poet like Nayacandra clearly masters this game of balance by
not letting critical undertones or ironies completely overthrow the heroic frame.

The features outlined above make ‘heroic poems’ like HMK challenging to read. It
requires close attention to tones, shifting perspectives, framing devices, silences,
ambiguous imagery, word-play and syntax, intertexts, socio-historical context etc. But it
is also rewarding to not take ‘heroic poetry’ at their face value, and to ‘read ironically’ for
double (or more) layers as many premodern European texts have been read and valued in

% See Bronner (2009) on theoretical debates about vydja-stuti “trick-praise” in Sanskrit poetic theory,
discussing the confusion about its twofold application. It is worth comparing this with the discussion of
irony as ‘feigned praise’ and ‘false praise’ in Simon Gaunt’s Troubadours and Irony (2008 [1989]: 8-9), also
noting that it may work the other way around, a statement of criticism may actually contain a message of
praise (p. 9 and 10).

0 Shulman 1992.

“ Shulman 1992: 92.

2 jbid. p. 91.

17



the past decades.” In a South Asian context this means taking seriously the poet’s concern
with guises (vydja) and disguising meaning. The many striking ambivalences, ironies,
tensions between format and content, etc. make a poem like HMK not only difficult, but
also fascinating to read. Yet, although these aspects are clearly dominant, the poem is not
only about matters of praise, fame, and latent royal criticism. One of the reasons why this
dissertation foregrounds these aspects is because my research took shape as a
conversation with recent readings of the text which tend to emphasize the socio-political
dimensions of texts like HMK.

It is evident that the ground-breaking work of Sheldon Pollock on the strong
connection between poetry (kavya) and power (rajya) has something to do with this
emphasis on the political dimension of Sanskrit literature, as well as the more general
dominant trend in cultural studies to explore and expose mechanisms of power, and the
assumption that this is more radical.* In his insightful introduction to literary theory, the
literary critic Jonathan Culler has drawn attention to this latter trend, warning about the

”

problem of what he calls “symptomatic readings”.* A socio-political mode of analysis
risks treating cultural products as “symptoms of something else, rather than of interest
in themselves.”* If this becomes the norm, “the specificity of cultural objects might be
neglected, along with the reading practices which literature invites.” Related to this, we
have the great paradox of literature, a practice that is associated both with the function
of legitimizing and questioning the status quo. Both functions can be said to co-exist in
premodern historical and heroic poetry, also in the Sanskrit historical poem. It is
therefore not an either/or question, but a matter of choice on the part of the researcher.
Which aspect do we want to highlight, at the risk of downplaying the other? This
dissertation intends to highlight this paradoxical feature of literature itself - with a
strong preference to do justice to the subversive side of a complex literary work like HMK,
and its profound concern with paradoxical imagery itself.

All this brings me to the always looming tension between emic and etic approaches to
the study of culture. I deliberately choose to use terms like tragedy and irony to speak
about the poetic character of HMK, fully aware that to some cultural critics these terms
may sound too Western, or shouldn’t be uncritically applied to non-Western cultural
practices. 1 will largely refrain from providing elaborate disclaimers about views on

# T have adopted this phrase from Catherine Colebrook’s book Irony (2004), who states that “[r]eading
ironically means, in complex ways, not taking things at their word; it means looking beyond standard use
and exchange to what this or that might really mean” (p.4).

“ Most importantly Pollock’s influential book The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit,
Culture, and Power in Premodern India (2006).

% Culler 2011: 50-52

* ibid. 51

7 ibid. 52
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western and non-western uses of tragedy, irony, or history. These are complex notions
(or multi-semantic English words, with Greek roots), with equally complex and far from
uniform histories, which always fall short to adequately express their different usages
outside the theoretical field. I hope my use of these terms will become clear from my
engagement with the text itself, while occasionally pointing out cultural resemblances
and differences which I find striking or appealing. Moreover, choosing for this or that
concept, or theory, often doesn’t solve the problem of literary interpretation. Complex
cultural objects like literary works tend to escape the categories, classifications and
theories we impose on them.

On this point, I would like to quote the apt methodological observations of Lawrence
McCrea, in the conclusion to his reappraisal of one of the great poems of Sanskrit
literature, Magha’s seventh century Sisupalavadha (“The Slaying of Si$upala”). He
highlights that the indigenous framework of rasa theory, which tries to define a poem’s
dominant aesthetic ‘flavor’ (rasa) doesn’t always help to understand what a particular
poem is really about. He first notes how a fourteenth century commentator understood
the dominant mood to be the ‘heroic’ (vira). However,

By casually assigning the poem to the broad and generic category of “heroic” poetry, it avoids, and
may even serve to suppress, the crucial question of just what is special and unique about the
heroism of Magha’s Krsna, and about the emotional mood that is generated through the portrayal
of a hero most notably characterized by a near total lack of detectable affect. If we are to work
toward a responsible and adequately nuanced treatment of the great works of Sanskrit poetry, and
a fortiori, of the Sanskrit literary tradition more broadly, it is essential that we attempt to make
sense of each poem as unique object in its own right, which, while it may in some cases be usefully
elucidated through terms and categories drawn from either western or indigenous critical
traditions, can never simply be uncritically reduced to them.*

This dissertation underwrites this position, by making a similar case for moving beyond
the label of ‘heroic poetry’ and ‘praise poetry’. The framework of rasa theory proves
highly inadequate to evaluate the tragic heroism of a king like Hammira. Reading HMK as
a ‘heroic poem’ may distract us from what really happens throughout the poem. To a
modern audience, such labels might lead one to think that these poems are rather one-
dimensional eulogies, celebrating the chivalric or Rajput machismo that comes with
heroic (vira) masculinity. I will emphasize the importance of understanding HMK as
deeply tragic and playful in spirit, rather than triumphalist like the patron-centered
historical epic. Because Nayacandra’s poem adopts their format - at least nominally -
scholars have often too easily looked at it through the lens of its supposedly ‘eulogistic’

48 McCrea 2014: 140.
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heroic poetics and political goals. But Nayacandra’s poem is not about his patron, nor
does it follow a triumphalist narrative logic.”

I choose to label HMK as a ‘tragic-historical” epic to stress the marked difference with
the tradition of patron-centered court epic, a genre which is obviously more overtly
eulogistic in tone and intent.* By emphasizing the tragic dimension of a text like HMK I
am not denying that tragic story lines do not fall into the category of praise poems.
Tragedy, of course, doesn’t preclude praise, just like foolishness doesn’t necessarily
undermine the quality of heroic courageousness. Tragic stories indeed typically revolve
around heroes who are exceptionally brave, courageous or noble. But not always. They
may be more about the possibility of nobility when facing the forces of fate. I will show
that Nayacandra clearly questions the brave and noble nature of his main hero, and I will
propose that a concern with questioning is a dominant mode throughout HMK.

I will emphasize that tragic plots - in which the story line revolves around the shift
from fortune to misfortune - come along with a set of themes, poetic strategies, effects,
emotional responses and tensions that are different from or at least less pronounced in
stories with an overtly triumphant plotline. I contend that tragic story lines work badly
as legitimizing or ‘othering’ narratives. This is in part because they tend to radically
complicate the world of ideals and normative behavior, including the aesthetic ideal of
poetic justice: the pleasure we derive from stories in which virtuous conduct is rewarded
with fortune, and vice versa. Nominally speaking, the tradition of Sanskrit poetry (kavya)
underwrites this ideal, dictating that a poem should invite the reader to act like virtuous

* Again, it is worth noting that thanks to recent efforts of scholars like Yigal Bronner and Lawrence
McCrea we know that a seminal work of the genre of patron-centered epic, Bilhana’s Vikramarnkadevacarita,
itself purposefully confronts the triumphalist logic of a ‘good guy vs. bad guy’ narrative. I will demonstrate
that in HMK this aspect goes way beyond what these scholars have identified as Bilhana’s poetics of
ambivalence. I will argue that an overtly tragic poem like HMK purposefully stretches the incongruity
between heroic format and the often anti-heroic content to much more extreme levels, while proposing that
Nayacandra’s poem has a somewhat parodic relationship to this genre.

* One of the problems I'm hinting at involves the difficulty of classifying texts like HMK and
thematically or stylistically similar texts, which are variously referred to as heroic histories, literary-
historical epics, tragic-heroic poems, Rajput epics, historical eulogies or biographies, tragic romances,
imperial documents etc. More than just a problem of translation or categorization, we may be dealing with
a problem of interpretation, and the complex web of relations between seemingly similar texts. How do we
make sense of seemingly opposing narrative registers and functions of such texts? Some, like the patron-
centred epics, are clearly motivated by political agendas and needs to legitimate claims to power. Other
texts, however, may not fall in this category. For example, as Romila Thapar (2005: 119) remarks about the
negative portrayal of Prthviraja in Prthvirgjaraso, this cycle of poems reads more like “an explanation of
defeat in the guise of a eulogy and often expressed with sensitivity”, She makes the important distinction
(p.133) that poems can be “forms of legitimizing power and status or attempts at explaining why these were
lost.” See Talbot (2016) for a book length study on the Prthvirdjardso tradition and Pritchett (1980) for an
analysis of its core narrative elements.
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Rama-like protagonist, and not like villainous Ravana-like antagonist.” By contrast, in a
tragic story like that narrated in HMK, the reader is much less invited to emulate the
heroic protagonist whose acts, after all, lead to misfortune. Rather, they seem to revolve
around troubling questions about why the Chauhan heroes were defeated, and why the
‘other’ Sultanate side won.

1.3 The many sides of Hammira ‘the good’, ‘the bold’ - and the
enemy ‘other’?

Let me repeat that HMK offers us the earliest extant epic rendering of the heroic deeds of
the famous Rajput king Hammira Chauhan of Ranthambhor and his tragic struggle against
the Delhi Sultan Alauddin Khalji, who defeated the Chauhan king in 1301. The cultural
significance of this event, or at least of the stories and historical memories arising from
it, can hardly be underestimated. I will propose that Hammira is the first historical ruler
to embody the ideal of Rajput warrior-hood and resistance, as opposed to the more
pragmatic concern of making alliances with a cultural and ethnic other. Hammira became
a profoundly ambiguous hero, a tragic-historical ‘model’, whose story offered a literary
template to explore multiple perspectives and tensions revolving a core socio-political
and cultural problem: alliance-making with an ethnic, cultural and more powerful ‘other’.
Despite the great literary and historical relevance of the Hammira tradition, its key texts,
and the story itself, remains understudied and poorly understood.

Instead of paraphrasing the story of Hammira as it is told in HMK, I want to make some
more general observations about the significance of his famous legend. The reason for
this is because Nayacandra appears to play an intriguing game with what we could call
the ‘traditional story line’, infusing most - if not all - the key elements with inversive
twists, as I try to demonstrate in chapter five. Moreover, it takes eleven cantos (out of
fourteen) before we reach the ‘core’ of the Hammira legend. Before saying more about
how these earlier cantos connect to Nayacandra’s version of the Hammira story, it is
useful to further explain what the story of Hammira signified.

Among many other things, Hammira came to embody the (ambiguous) ideal of heroic,
but unsuccessful resistance to Sultanate rule, or to a superior might in general. However,

51 As for example discussed in McCrea 2010: 507, and 2013: 185-9, and Pollock 2001: 217-19.
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as always with great stories that take on epic proportions, there are many sides to the
story, generating many conflicting versions, all of which may claim to tell the ‘true’ story.
Of crucial importance for the birth of the Hammira legend, I believe, is that the fall of
Ranthambhor is connected to the first recorded instance of jauhar, the ‘heroic’ practice
where the women and children collectively immolate themselves before the warriors
rush into battle to face certain defeat. Hammira was believed to have faced his fate with
an extraordinary courageousness, unlike other rulers at the time who surrendered to the
superior might of Alauddin or fled the battlefield.” Hammira, the last ruler of the famous
Sakambhari branch of Chauhans, like no historical king before him, came to embody the
ideal of the selfless warrior-king, always true to his word, unafraid to sacrifice everything
- his kingdom and his life - for the sake of the true hero’s vow (vira-vrata). Moreover, so
the legend goes, he did all this for the sake of protecting another, not just another, but
literally an ‘other’, a ‘foreigner’, a Mongol and Muslim warrior who had fled from the
service of Alauddin and was given shelter at the Chauhan kingdom of Hammira. Tradition
links Hammtra’s defeat - and thus the jauhar in the fort - to his unwavering adherence to
his vow to protect several Mongol refugees. The result was that Hammira became one of
the most famous and legendary historical heroes of the time. His story was told and sung
at many courts across Northern and Western India.

In the fifth (and last) chapter I will draw attention to a striking difference regarding
the significance of the Hammira story, and that of his predecessor Prthviraja. Unlike the
early literary trajectory of ‘sleepy’ Prthviraja - discussed in Cynthia Talbot’s recent study
on the Prthviraja tradition (2016)* - the Chauhan king Hammira initially enjoyed a much
more positive status. Soon after his death he was awarded - at least initially - with the
celebratory status of being Hammira the ‘good’ or courageous (sattva). In one fifteenth-
century tale, by the famous author of Maithili (in Northern Bihar) Vidyapati, he even
emerges as the epitome of compassion (dayd, karuna). In the preface of the famous mid-
fourteenth century anthology of Sanskrit poetry, the Sarrgadhara-paddhati “The
anthology (compiled by the poet) Sarngadhara” the compiler proudly links his ancestry
to the Chauhan court of the brave Hammira. Later, however, Hammira would acquire the
more ambiguous heroic status of being Hammira the ‘bold’ or ‘obstinate’ (hatha), as in the
title given to an early nineteenth century classical Hindi epic and a beautiful series of
paintings illustrating his story made at the court of Mandi in the far north of the Punjab
hills. Regardless of the ambiguity surrounding Hammira’s tragic heroism, for many
centuries this Chauhan king was remembered across North India as one of the most
famous historical heroes of the present age.

521 will support this point by referring to several early sources, discussed at length in chapter five in
section 5.3 “Hammira the good (sattva) becomes Hammira ‘the bold’ (hatha)”).
%3 Talbot 2016: 29-68.
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The prevalent misunderstanding of HMK as a straightforward eulogy may come from
the way Nayacandra somewhat deceitfully introduces his poem as a praise poem
(stavanam, 1.12), deliberately imitating the style and tone of the genre of eulogistic
biography (carita, 1.10). He thus introduces the subject of his poem, Hammira Chauhan, as
the one and only praiseworthy king of the present age, the kali-yuga (“the age of conflict”),
because he excelled in the quality of selfless goodness or courage (sattva-gunena, 1.8). But
there is something unsettling about this framing. The expectations are not met. When
reading the actualized narrative, the main protagonist often appears far from being a
luminous example of goodness, a model of kingship or altruistic warrior-hood supposed
to inspire admiration, emulation and a ‘purification’ (1.10), at least not in the expected
sense. I will show how Nayacandra presents Hammira as the last ‘sleepy’ ruler, whose
story is modelled as a somewhat tragi-comic reenactment of the story of his infamous
predecessor Prthviraja, the epitome of sleepy kingship at Nayacandra’s time.

Nayacandra’s self-styled heroic biography (caritam, 1.10) and praise poem (stavanam,
1.12) is clearly not just about Hammira’s legendary story alone. Quite curiously indeed, it
is only after eight (out of fourteen) cantos that the story of his kingship takes off. In fact,
even though his auspicious birth is announced at the end of the fourth canto, we have to
wait until the eleventh canto before we encounter the traditional core element of
Hammira’s tragic story: his heroic promise or vow to protect the Mongol Mahimasahi,
and his unwavering adherence to it- the typical casus belli and start of other Hammira
poems at Nayacandra’s time - but not in HMK.* Why is the largest part of Nayacandra’s
epic of Hammira seemingly not concerned with Hammira’s traditional story and the
heroic quality that made him famous or infamous, his sattva, deriving from his legendary
unwillingness to give up his vows and bend his head before the enemy?

This study not only emphasizes the importance of looking beyond the surface framing
and intent of HMK and ‘read ironically’, but also to take seriously the poem’s large,
zoomed-out scope. It is important to not only focus on the story of Hammira itself, in our
evaluation of what the poem is about, or what it does.

It is instructive, in this regard, to briefly mention the most basic structure of the poem
(which tells us almost nothing about what actually happens in these cantos). The first two
cantos describe Hammira’s predecessors from the illustrious Chauhan dynasty, from its
mythological origins up to the kingship of Prthviraja. The third canto describes the
downfall of Prthviraja. The fourth canto describes the tragic kingship of his descendants,
up to the birth of Hammira at the end of this canto. The fifth canto describes the change
to the spring season, and the concomitant erotic mood. The sixth canto describes erotic

T elaborate on the ‘core elements’ of the Hammira legend in chapter three where 1 discuss
Nayacandra’s epic as a playful engagement with more overtly heroic accounts of the ‘traditional ‘Hammira
legend.
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water games (jala-kridd) in the lake, the seventh canto describes the fore play and love
making in the fort’s inner chambers. The eighth canto describes how Hammira receives
Royal Fortune from his father. The ninth canto describes Hammira’s ‘world conquest’
(digvijaya) and the ensuing court intrigues involving Hammira’s fatal decisions to blind
and castrate his minister Dharmasimha “Lion Dharma”, and replace his wise ‘half-
brother’ Bhojadeva by a ‘hero’ called Ratipala “Protector of Sexual Pleasure”. The tenth
canto describes how Bhojadeva goes over to the side of Alauddin, who vows to completely
destroy the Chauhan dynasty. The eleventh canto describes how Hammira rejects an offer
for truce, leading to a battle in which Nusrat Khan, an important Sultanate general, is
killed. The twelfth canto describes two days of fighting, something the valiant Hammira
requested. In the thirteenth canto all sorts of court intrigues unfold, culminating in
Hammira’s decision to order his queens and daughter to enter the flames, before rushing
himself into the battlefield to die at the side of his most loyal warriors, including the
Mongols who had taken shelter with him. The last canto offers a reflection on what
happened after Hammira’s death, in the form of a series of lamentations about the death
of the Chauhan king, who is hyperbolically presented as the only praiseworthy hero of
the present age.

Very often ‘the surface story’ in each canto is radically undermined by all sorts of
subversive poetic strategies: the lamentations are put in the mouth of ‘others’, heroic
utterings are framed as delusional statements, deafening silences, symbolic names and
imagery, inversions of traditional story lines, etc. More generally, I will suggest that
Nayacandra purposefully subsumes Hammira’s personal history into a much grander,
tragic narrative about the complete destruction of the Chauhan dynasty, in which
Hammira emerges as the new epitome of ‘sleepy kingship’. Through a contextualization
of the Hammitra story itself, I seek to demonstrate that Nayacandra’s great Sanskrit poem
almost literally intends to ‘shake’ the heroic foundations of the Hammira legend.

Finally, regarding the topic of the ‘other’, it is worth making two notes. The name
Hammira is the Sanskritization of the Perso-Arabic Amir, a word that came to denote a
strong, worthy commander - often the Turkish enemy other (para) in inscriptions and
literary works before the fourteenth century. I will highlight that Nayacandra was aware
of the ‘irony of history’ that the last Chauhan king, a famous Rajput king, died because he
refused to make an alliance with the enemy ‘other’.

% See the section called ‘The fate of Hammira’ in Finbarr Flood (2009: 255-259, a) for an elaborate
discussion of the use of the title “Hammira”, pointing out this irony of history from the perspective of the
present.

24



Secondly, the Sultanate enemy in Nayacandra’s poem is mostly referred to as saka, a
king of a non-indigenous clan, and curiously, never by his dynastic name, Khalji.*
Originally it is the Sanskrit for ‘Scythian’, someone from Central Asia, and it is used
interchangeably with yavana, “lonian/Greek”, and mleccha, “barbarian” and turuska or
“Turk”, used less frequently in HMK. Romila Thapar has made the important observation
that pre-modern texts, when for example referring to Turks of Afghans as Saka or yavana,
reveal “an attempt to associate new entrants with existing categories which are therefore
expressive of more subtle relationships than we have assumed”.” She notes how
especially the term $aka might have a “complimentary” association, given their
connection to the Saka rulers of the beginning of the common era who founded the
important Saka calendar of 78 CE which is still in use today.® This connotation might be
present in HMK too, partly explaining why the Khalji dynastic name is never mentioned.
I have therefore chosen to not translate the original words, like Saka, yavana or mleccha,
which in much early studies have been translated as Muslims or Muhammadans, even in
the relatively recent work of scholars like Phyllis Granoff. For example, she included a
brief discussion of HMK in an article on the colossal images of Jinas adorning the hill-fort
rocks of the Gwalior fort, and states that:

Extant literature of the period indicates that the Jains regarded the Muslim victories as a tragic
moment in history. (...) This is a poem, then, that describes in poignant terms the death of a Hindu
king at the hands of invading Muslims and was written by a Jain monk who was present in the
Gwalior court close to the time of the large sculptural project there. Nayacandrasiri also tells us
that hearing about the death of the heroic Hammira, there were many poets who composed poems
to sing his glory (14.1). It seems reasonable to conclude that such poems about the invasions of the
Muslims and the death of Hammira formed a part of the literary and probably political culture of
Gwalior at the time we are investigating. In addition, Nayacandrastiri makes frequent reference to
the Kali yuga in his poem. His saga of the death of Hammira seems inseparable from his firm
conviction that both poet and king lived in a terrible time.*

Much of Granoff’s work on Jain narrative literature and poetry is inspiring, and I often
draw on her close readings in this dissertation. In the same article she also makes
perceptive notes about how Nayacandra’s with a “wry sense of irony” writes about his
extraordinary skill in writing erotic poetry, a task that is far better suited to monks who

5 See Thapar “The Tyranny of Labels” (1996) for further discussions of these terms, critiquing the
way these have often been translated as “Muslims”, noting that the religious connotation is mostly absent
in the texts.

*” Thapar 1995: 9.

% ibid. p. 12.

% Granoff 2006: 41.
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have never made love.® But such conclusions as the one above, need nuancing. I will stress
that in HMK we are dealing mostly with a conflict between the Chauhans and the Sakas
(and not the Muslims or Khaljis), or between hammiras and sakas. Those on Hammira’s side
are typically presented as thriving on ‘heroism’ (vira) and valor (vikrama), whereas the
Sakas thrive on ‘playful deceit’ (lasat-chalena).* We will see that this distinction has very
little to do with a struggle of good vs. bad (or Hindu vs. Muslim). The Sakas are presented
as almost divine tricksters (mdyavin), incarnations of Visnu or Siva, who manage to
control their fates (and time), whereas many Chauhan kings are presented as ‘unstable’
(capala, tarala) warriors, who get deluded (moha) and therefore get tricked into defeat.

1.4 Recovering the ‘poetical chaff

The current scholarly and popular understanding of HMK has been much informed by the
useful but highly outdated English preface and detailed paraphrase of HMK from the first
edition by Nilkanth Kirtane (1879). Although written more than a century ago, it remains
the starting point to get acquainted with the poem’s content. It has been reprinted in
Jinavijaya Muni’s later edition (1968; reprint 1993) and in a Hindi translation of HMK by
Nathulal Trivedi (1997). It is worth highlighting how the paraphrase from Kirtane’s
edition has cast a long shadow over the interpretation of Nayacandra’s great poem. This
is mostly because this 39-page long paraphrase is highly selective, filtered through a
historiographical outlook on the text. “The present attempt to place the English reader
in possession of the historical information contained in the Hammira Kavya”, Kirtane
writes in 1879, “will, I presume, be acceptable to those who are interested in the

% ibid. 37. Her translation of verse 14.33 grasps this irony well:

Those who speak eloquently of sexual passion, in phrases deeply moving,
have never made love. And those who have made love, know not how to
describe it. The elephant tusks that poets glorify, white as jasmine, are not
what the elephant uses for chewing. No one can even see the teeth that the
elephant uses to chew.

6 1t is possible that battle between the Chauhans and Sakas is meant to resonate with the influential
cycle of stories surrounding the war between the legendary king Vikrama and the Saka king Salivahana, who
gave their names to the ‘rivaling’ calendars, respectively the Vikrama era (starting in 57 CE) and Saka era
(starting in 78 BC.)
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advancement of our knowledge of Indian history”.© In addition, his historiographical
paraphrase is highly coloured through his heartfelt admiration for Hammira. This is how
Kirtane introduces the subject of Nayacandra’s epic:

The hero of the poem is Hammira Chohan of Ranasthambhapura (Ranathambhor), a name
celebrated in Hindi song. Hammira is one of those later heroes of India who measured their swords
with the Muhammadan conquerors and fell in the defence of their independence. Even the history
of the conquered is not without interest. The man who fights against hope, - fights because he
thinks it [is] his duty to do so, - who scorns to bow his neck before the oppressor, because he thinks
such a course opposed to the ways of his ancient house, deserves our sympathy and our admiration.
Hammira is such a character.®

For Kirtane, Hammira signifies a hero from the Hindu religion, whose story is of national
significance. He deserves to be admired because of his extraordinary resistance against a
loathsome ‘oppressor’ from the Muslim or Muhammadan faith. Kirtane’s view of
Rajasthan’s heroic past is partly indebted to the orientalist, romanticist and colonial
vision of the British administrator ‘colonel’ James Tod. Kirtane cites him sympathetically
as the “sentimental and enthusiastic annalist of Rajasthan” in whose work the Chauhans
are called the noblest of Rajputs. Kirtane explicitly states that he wants to carry Tod’s
research further, by supplying new “historical information”, from a text he believes was
not available to Tod. He does this, as he explains himself, by sifting this valuable historical
information from the tedious ahistorical “bushels of poetical chaff”, “poetical nonsense”
and “fanciful conceptions.”* As noted above, this sort of evaluation or devaluation would
become a cliché in the evaluations of historical poetry in later histories of Sanskrit
literature.

Kirtane’s historiographical outlook on the text is one of the reasons why he
characterizes the main narrative as “all through, very uneven”s and why he left out five
cantos from his paraphrase of the text, maintaining that these “as not possessing any

82 Kirtane 1879: ii. Emphasis added.

 ibid. iv.

® Kirtane does also write sympathetically about Nayacandra’s work, which as poetry, “has
considerable merits” (ii). But he also uses this point to reinforce his religious standpoint. Thus, while
mentioning the way Nayacandra opens his poem by simultaneously addressing the Hindu gods and the Jain
‘ford-makers’ (tirtharikaras) we learn that this possibly reflects “the freedom of thought so characteristic of
the age in which the author lived, when the narrow and bigoted intolerance even of the Muslim had begun
to appreciate the beauties of the allegorical language of the Hindu popular religion”(v).

®Kirtane 1879: v and xi.

% Kirtane 1879: iv.

¢ Kirtane 1879: v.
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historical value, may be ignored in this precis of the poem.”® Kirtane also stresses that
even in the more historic chapters Nayacandra “relapses into rhapsody which amounts
to a confession of his ignorance of the historical facts.”®

Let me make clear that I do not mean to criticize Kirtane himself and blame him for his
time-bound vision and approach to the text. The reason why I am unsympathetically
quoting Kirtane’s words, is to explain how his criteria for paraphrasing HMK continue to
influence our understanding of this poem, and of the significance of the Hammira’s story
more generally. The point is that his 39-page long paraphrase of HMK constitutes a
somewhat deceptive, unreliable guide for historians to make sense of what ‘really’
happens in the poem. By leaving out crucial poetic aspects - complex imagery, silences,
ambiguous passages, play on names, recurring motifs etc. - Kirtane’s paraphrase falls
short, like any paraphrase of course, to explain how Nayacandra tells or poetically models
the history of the Chauhans.

Later studies and the new Hindi prefaces in the edition of the HMK by Muni Jinavijaya
in 1968 have not only continued the modern historiographical practice of sifting the
important historical matter from the non-historical chaff, but have also reinforced the
idea of Hammira as a national hero of the Hindu religion, whom HMK is said to celebrate,
despite the many unheroic episodes.”

In the past three decades scholars have been responding to such earlier scholarly
tendencies to evaluate such poems in religious or nationalistic terms, which cast heroes
like Hammira and Prthviraja as Hindu heroes fighting for independence from loathsome
Muslim oppressors. It is worth mentioning in this regard that Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic
and several other Sultanate-period works, including the cycle of poems about Prthviraja,
have thus earlier been classified as “Hindu epics of resistance” as opposed to “Muslim

8 Kirtane 1879: vi.

% Kirtane: vi; It is worth noting how Satya Vrat, a scholar of Jain historical kavya, seems to have
disagreed with Kirtane, and calls him “the only poet who may be called the nearest approach to a modern
historian” (Vrat 2003: 163). Even though Vrat’s vision fits in the trend to judge Indian historical poetry
against the model of the “trustworthy” modern historian, he does have a point that HMK is probably more
driven by ‘historiographical concerns’ than the tradition of patron-centered historical poetry.

7 The HMK is thus accredited the status of a “national poem” (rdastriya mahakavya) about one of the
nation’s most famous historical heroes Singh (1968: 28) “Hammir Mahakavya - ek paryalocan”, in Jinavijaya
1993 (1968). Both introductions are also reproduced in the Hindi translation of the HM by Nathulal Trivedi
(1997). Candra Prabha’s discussion of HMK in his Historical Mahakavyas in Sanskrit, Eleventh to Fifteenth Century
A.D (1976: 291-319) is largely based on Kirtane’s paraphrase. Dasharatha Sharma, the historian of the
Chauhans, also expresses his sympathy for Hammira’s admirable efforts to fight the Muslim conqueror. He
explicitly states that Hammira should be forgiven for his faults - described in the HMK -, unlike his notorious
predecessor Prthviraja whose flawed, indolent character he holds responsible for the advent of Muslim rule,
see Sharma 1975: 132-3. Similar evaluations of Nayacandra’s work are found in Satya Vrat’s chapters on HMK
in his work on Jain Sanskrit mahakavyas (Vrat 1994: 136-152 and 2003: 163-180).
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epics of conquest” following an influential article by Aziz Ahmad (1963). This problematic
communal reading, imposing modern religious dichotomies on a pre-modern past, has
led scholars to put effort into re-interpreting many of these texts. Much of the recent
discussions of the HMK and other thematically related texts are explicitly framed as a
response to this article.” In nuancing the idea of HMK as a “Hindu epics” these studies
tend to supplant earlier ‘religious readings’ by a socio-political mode of analysis.
Typically, these new readings interpret HMK as a political eulogy about a Rajput or
ksatriya warrior-king, composed to glorify the ideals of an emerging warrior elite,
reinforcing its claims to power and social status.”

Accordingly, current scholarly historical analysis of HMK hinges on the assumption
that the composition of HMK is linked to and shaped by the political agenda of its patron.
The early Tomar kings were probably in need of a legitimizing narrative after they had -
according to contemporary Persian chronicles and the later Mughal-period classical
Hindi Gopdcalakhyana “Chronicle of Gwalior” - treacherously captured the Gwalior fort.”
In societies where claims to power were closely linked with social status and lineal
descent, those who aspire to rule need stories that establish their status as legitimate
rulers. This function is of course prominent in the tradition of patron-centered historical
literature - in both Sanskrit and vernacular languages - commissioned by royal patrons
from rivaling dynastic clans who wanted to see their life story and/or that of their
predecessors glorified and refashioned into epic poetry.

It is tempting to fit HMK in this tradition of patron-centered court epic, especially since
it is clearly modelled on this genre and to a great extent adopts its formal, stylistic and
thematic characteristics.”* Moreover, it seems not to have been uncommon at the time for
Chauhan poems to be commissioned by Chauhan elites for purposes of legitimation (with
important exceptions).”” However, it has often been overlooked that Nayacandra Siiri’s

71 See, for example, the studies in Richard Eaton’s edited volume India’s Islamic traditions (2003) where
Ahmad’s article is reprinted as the first essay of the book. Similarly, Michael Bednar’s doctoral dissertation
(2007) is explicitly framed as a reaction against Ahmad’s article. It also forms an important point of contrast
in the discussion of HMK and other Sultanate period epics in Thapar (2005: 116-131) and Sreenivasan (2002).

72 As in Bednar (2007 and 2017), Sreenivasan (2002) and Talbot (2016: 65-66).

73 See Pauwels 2020 for a discussion of these texts.

74 As done in Talbot (2016: 56) and Sreenivasan (2002: 287-8.)

7> The mid-fifteenth-century vernacular Kanhadade-prabandha (on the Chauhans of Jalor) and the
Sanskrit play Gangaddsa-pratapa-vilasa-natakam (on the Chauhan king of Champarner, discussed in Kapadia
(2014)) are thus clearly composed to praise a Chauhan patron, both linking the heroes of their poem to the
Sakambhari Chauhans Hammira and Prthviraja. By contrast, the popular old-RajasthaniVisaladevardsa (c.
1450, edition and translation by Smith 1976), on the Chauhan ruler Vighraharaja (Visala), clearly pokes fun
at this Chauhan king who is repeatedly accused of being foolish (miidha), similar to the portrayal of Chauhans
in HMK. Both texts don'’t really fit into the tradition of patron-centered eulogies.
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poem on the Chauhans may not have been commissioned by a Chauhan patron.”® 1t
doesn’t contain the typical, and perhaps expected, praise of a patron. All we learn is that
it was composed within the context of a literary challenge held at the court of the Tomar
king Virama. How to explain this somewhat atypical context - a Chauhan poem in a
Tomar court? Ramya Sreenivasan, even though aware of this context, doesn’t really
address the problem. Adopting the framework in which the sponsorship of Sanskrit
poetry serves a political goal, she writes how

Nayacandra legitimizes his king’s authority to rule by his very choice of language and genre. In a
period when local narratives, both courtly and popular, were gradually emerging in a regional
linguistic and literary tradition, Nayacandra chose to compose in a classical language and
canonical genre. Through such choices, the poet tacitly exalts his patron by locating him on the
same plane as the great kings of the past, in whose courts such poems were composed. It is this
concern with legitimizing his patron (the present king) that shapes Nayacandra’s treatment of his
protagonist. It is Hammira’s kingship that is celebrated, as he launches a series of expeditions to
conquer Sarasapura, Dhara, Ujjaina, Citrakuta (Chitor), Abu, Varddhanapura, and several other
kingdoms and towns.”

But how does Nayacandra’s poem about the kingship of the Chauhan Hammira work as a
legitimizing story for his patron ‘the present king’, who is a Tomar ruler? Curiously, the
Tomars are strikingly absent from Nayacandra’s version of Chauhan history.
Sreenivasan’s emphasis on the legitimizing function of courtly poetry is more or less
representative of historical analysis of ‘Rajput epics’, as in the work of Cynthia Talbot,
Michael Bednar, and Aparna Kapadia’s recent book In Praise of Kings.”® One major problem
with foregrounding the poet’s concern to ‘idealize’ kingship - in case of HMK (and
probably related Rajput poems) - is that idealizing episodes are typically followed or
preceded by episodes that undermine the ideal. Thus, the episode used by Sreenivasan to
illustrate her point, namely about Hammira’s successful “world-conquest” digvijaya in the
beginning of the ninth canto, only forms the idealistic prelude to a story line in the very
same canto, that radically inverts Hammira’s celebratory status as an exemplar of
kingship. I will show that such discrepancies between idealizing and criticizing registers
may betray much more than just the poet’s ambivalence to his heroic subject.

76 Even such careful historians as Michael Bednar (2007) and Cynthia Talbot (2016), who writes:
“Although no patron is named in Hammira Mahakdvya, typically the patron of this type of dynastic history
belonged to the same lineage as the text’s protagonist” (p.56).

77 Sreenivasan (2002: 287-8). Emphasis added.

78 Sheldon Pollock’s book (2006) on the strong connection between the production of courtly
literature (kavya) and power (rdjya) has been very influential in shaping socio-political readings of these
works. See, for example, Kapadia (2014) on the legitimizing function of two fifteenth-century regional
Sanskrit works; and Sreenivasan (2014) for the political significance of vernacular warrior tales at hinterland
courts (14%-16th c.).
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As with Kirtane’s selective historiographical lens, recent readings of HMK thus remain
oriented towards historiography. Particular episodes, which are of interest to our
historiographical questions, are selected from the text to make claims about socio-
political realities external to the text. My main contention is that a good understanding
of how a complex historical poem like HMK works as literature - how it is framed,
structured; how it plays with opposing narrative modes and perspectives, ambiguous
imagery, etc. - should not just complement historiographical analysis, but form its basis.

In the absence of fine-grained literary analysis and complete translations, one should
be extra careful in picking out and analyzing the ‘meaning’ of specific episodes. Without
understanding their poetic logic or significance in the literary structure as a whole,
historical analysis of such episodes might occasionally distort what the poem is actually
trying to say or do in the selected fragment. Put differently, we may implicitly reinforce
the Orientalist practice of sifting the valuable ‘historical information’, from the less
valuable poetical fancies. The ‘poetical chaff’ is of course essential to understand how the
poet treats the ‘information’. Without careful literary analysis of complex literary works,
we risk implementing pre-conceived theoretical frameworks on texts that might actually
not fit the theory.

Apart from flattening HMK's literary complexity and downplaying the poet’s personal
voice, recent studies do not adequately address some of the questions that arise from the
applied socio-political mode of analysis. What is a poem about the Chauhan dynasty
‘doing’ in the court of the Tomars? Why would a Tomar king - ruling over the newly
established kingdom of Gwalior - sponsor or invite a court poet to present a poem about
the heroes from another dynasty? How does the negative portrayal of the heroes’
kingship in tragic-historical epics like HMK and many other poems fit in interpretations
of such works as legitimizing narratives? These questions prompt my critique of the
currently prevalent socio-political interpretations of HMK.

Moreover, recent attempts to connect the poem’s content and literariness to its socio-
political context tend to be unprecise and over-generalizing.” For example, placing
Nayacandra’s epic against the background of the Tomar’s conflict with neighboring
kingdoms and sultanates, Michael Bednar argues that in a period where a “fort fell by
subterfuge more often than by siege texts such as the Hammira-Mahakavya and the
Legend of Kanhada De instruct people on the value of loyalty and the danger of
betrayal.”®

[ maintain that these are over-generalizations downplaying the specificity of
individual works. It disregards how thematically similar texts, like HMK and Kanhadade-

7 As in Sreenivasan (2002) and Bednar (2007 and 2017, the former overlooking the Gwalior context).
80 Bednar 2017: 604.

31



prabandha, or other Hammira narratives for that matter, are framed differently, and
might be treating the same themes or story lines from different, opposing perspectives.*
I will, for example, demonstrate that Nayacandra’s poem clearly questions the value of
staying loyal to ‘wicked’ kings like Hammira. We will see that the poem doesn’t always
invite us to side with the perspective held by the heroes themselves. A poem like HMK
doesn’t really promote or praise the perspective of the tragic heroes, who are typically
blind to other perspectives (and the consequences of their foolish actions). Moreover, I
will demonstrate in chapter five that it is possible to actually see or hear traces of the
Tomar context (and Gwalior) in the poem. It is not unlikely that Nayacandra is
deliberately playing an intriguing mirror-game with the present.

In my analysis of the tragic plot, in chapter four, I will stress that HMK alienates the
reader from the heroic ideals held by the protagonist. By contrast, Michael Bednar states
that the poets of ‘battle-narratives’ like HMK and Kanhadade-prabandha invite the reader
to act like the protagonists.” He explains that the reader

would have identified with the nayaka [protagonist], hoping for his victory while subconsciously
realizing that it could only end in defeat. The poets transformed this defeat into a heroic success
by glorifying the nayaka’s death and his prowess on the battlefield, by lauding the means of his
death as the epitome of human action, and by highlighting his attainment of liberation and
happiness in heaven with wives and apsaras (nympbhs). The tragic-heroic emplotment retained the
tragic expectation while transforming the tragic demise of the protagonist into the triumphalistic
and heroic ending.®

The kind of heroic transformation described by Bednar, in which tragic defeat is
presented as some sort of heroic success, is clearly at the heart of the Hammira story, and
many later Rajput tales. But it is not what Nayacandra’s version highlights. HMK, rather,
seems to expose this transformation as what other people made of Hammira’s story, or as
the Chauhan dynasty’s own version of the story of their last great ruler. The poem is
infused with meta-poetic and meta-historic concerns which have been ignored in
historiographical analyses of the poem. I will therefore suggest we can see the eulogistic
format as a disguise (vyaja), an illustrious but illusionary veil, that tries to cover the
darker, tragic side of Hammira’s story. But the attentive reader is constantly invited to
sees through this guise. The eulogistic format doesn’t always fit the tragic content. It

81 For example, Padmanabha’s Kanhadade prabandha (1455, transl. by Bhatnagar 1991) which recounts
the defeat of Kanhadade - the Chauhan ruler of Jalor at the hands of Alauddin - is explicit in his concern to
praise the dynastic lineage of his patron, a descendent of the Chauhan hero of the poem. The context of
composition is therefore significantly different from HMK where we see no explicit concern to link the
Chauhan hero to the Tomar patron.

8 Bednar 2007: 17, 254-5.

8 Bednar 2007: 254-5.
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tends to slip, revealing the darker side of the Chauhan past. There seems to be a purposive
interplay between tragic and eulogistic modes, infusing the poem with a playful back-
and-forth dynamic. I will highlight how this sense of movement runs parallel with a
constant interplay of perspectives. The views of the Chauhan protagonists - who try to
justify their heroic deeds and choices - are constantly challenged by the speeches of other
characters who think differently about the value of the king’s perspective. This includes,
for example, the perspective of Hammira’s queens and daughter, who almost urge
Hammira to give up his pride and obsession with fame and honor. I will propose that
Nayacandra purposefully exploits and widens the gap between the ideal world of eulogies
and the real, historical world of tragedies.

In chapter five I will try to show that one of the dominant concerns of HMK is to
question and downplay the significance of what we could call the traditional heroic core
of Hammira’s story: the Chauhan king’s legendary adherence to his vow of protecting the
warrior Mahimasahi, a Mongol chief who had fled from the Delhi Sultanate to
Ranthambhor. The role of this Mongol, a so-called Neo-Muslim (recent convert to Islam),
has been at the centre of recent and ongoing scholarly analysis of the HMK that seeks to
nuance earlier religious readings, as in the work of Michael Bednar, or offer Sanskrit
perspectives on Sultanate history, as in forthcoming work of Audrey Truschke.

I will push this analysis further by highlighting Nayacandra’s somewhat subversive
treatment of this core element in HMK. Rather than a Hindu/Rajput/warrior epic of
resistance that counters “Muslim epics of conquests” or promotes Rajput values of
heroism and loyalty, I suggest that HMK can be read as a playful counter-narrative to
stories about heroic resistance themselves, possibly meant to provoke an estrangement
from the heroic ideals of “Rajputizing” elites (like the Tomars) and their fascination with
famous but - in the poet’s vision - utterly foolish historical kings like Hammira, Prthviraja
and others.* By paying close attention to the framing of Nayacandra’s poem and by taking
seriously his own claim as to the newness of his poem, I will argue that HMK can be read
as a playful engagement with more popular, overtly heroic versions of the Hammira
legend, of which only fragments are extant, but to which Nayacandra at the end of his
poem refers to as a wide-spread “tradition of poetry” (kavya-paramparam, 14.1).

8 See Bednar’s recent article “Mongol, Muslim, Rajput” (2017) for a discussion of this character. I
thank Audrey Truschke for sharing her unpublished work with me.

% Such a critique seems also implicit in Nayandra’s Rambhamafijari, a play in the rare sattaka genre
about king Jayacandra of Kannauj, the famous rival of Prthviraja who was also defeated by Shahabudin
Muhammad Ghori. It is edited with an English introduction and translation by Poddar (1976). Like his rival
Prthviraja in the rdso tradition, Jayacandra’s defeat is typically linked to his addiction to sensual pleasure -
which is precisely the topic of Nayacandra’s play. A recent study of the play is included in Melinda Fodor’s
PhD dissertation (2017) on the sattaka genre. I have briefly discussed the ironic treatment of his story by
Nayacandra in my Master thesis on HMK (2014: p 56-57).
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By referring to such a response as ‘playful’ I emphasize the creative way in which
Nayacandra somewhat deceitfully adopts the formal, stylistic and thematic
characteristics of the genre of triumphant biography (carita), but in fact bends the genre’s
conventions to do something new and challenging. He seems only to pretend that his
poetic project is about glorifying the heroic achievements of Hammira. The eulogistic
format is only the glorious guise that the reader is supposed to unveil or look through.
Similar to Heidi Pauwels’ observations about Visnudas’ Pandava-carita, composed at the
Gwalior court a generation later than HMK, I will highlight that the text reveals a strong
concern to expose the fatal self-deluding tendency of virile heroism.* Additionally, by
using the term playful I want to stress that the tone of the poem is not cynical or
moralistic but remains light throughout HMK. The poet’s zoomed-out and overtly tragic
vision of the Chauhans’ past leaves space for a playful lightheartedness, a gentle laughing
down on the foolish acts of historical heroes, who after all lived and died more than a
century before Nayacandra presented his new poem on Hammira at the Gwalior court.

Despite critiquing and nuancing earlier socio-politically textured readings, and their
historiographic goals, I have also been inspired by many of their insights. Thus, regarding
the theme of HMK as an innovative text, I pick up on the concluding observations in
Michael Bednar’s thesis, where he suggests that

the Hammira Mahakavya was actually a proto-vernacular text, transitioning from the previously
dominant tradition of composition in Sanskrit to an increasingly prominent tradition of
composition in vernacular language. A study of vernacular literary traditions and the presence or
absence of tragedy in these literary works before the fifteenth century should reveal whether the
introduction of the tragic-heroic emerged in the fifteenth century due to certain social
circumstances or whether such an emplotment previously existed in these literatures. In the end,
it seems more prudent to categorize the Hammira Mahakavya as a Sanskrit mahakavya in the
fifteenth-century vernacular tradition.”

The label of Sanskrit HMK as a ‘proto-vernacular text’ is an interesting point, but also
worth nuancing since the poem remains deeply rooted in the Sanskrit literary tradition.
Particularly interesting is Bednar’s observation that the innovative “tragic-heroic
emplotment” of HMK and the slightly later Kanhadade-prabandha (1455) of Padmanabha
“entered the metahistory of fifteenth-century texts to become the dominant emplotment
of the Rajput tale.”® As explained before, I believe it is possible to push this insight further

% pauwels (2020) links this to the central role played by the rash and virile Pandava brother Bhima in
this vernacular Mahdabhdrata. The character of Bhima also forms an important point of comparison in
Nayacandra’s HMK, see my brief discussion of the symbolic significance of Hammira’s general “Bhimasimha”
in chapter four.

8 Bednar 2007: 266.

8 Bednar 2007: 254-5.
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and adjust it. I will propose that the tragic emplotment of the Rajput tale - with a plot
culminating in the jauhar of the women - is not only first fully developed in these two
texts, rather, it appears to start with the story of Hammira itself. Accordingly, it is
Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic of Hammira which may have paved the way for elaborate
literary reworkings of Rajput tales in the vernacular. I will occasionally suggest that
Padmanabha, the author of Kanhadade-prabandha, was familiar, and even inspired by
Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic.

1.5 Toward a sympathetic understanding of historical kavya

Let me finally put all this in a more broader research context. The result of my research
can be understood as an engagement with two important scholarly trends to which this
dissertation attempt to make an appeal. Broadly speaking, these fall into the - partly
overlapping - categories of South Asian literary history (the work of ‘literary
critics/philologists’) and cultural history (the work of ‘historians’).

As is evident from the discussion above, this dissertation is meant in the first place as
areappraisal or revaluation of a remarkable literary work in the history of Sanskrit poetry
- with an emphasis on the relevance of revalidating its literary merit and value. My
reading of Nayacandra’s HMK as a highly innovative work, worthy as an object of interest
in its own right, is deeply inspired by recent efforts of scholars to lay the foundations for
a much-needed sympathetic history of Sanskrit ‘belles lettres’ (kavya). Thus, the recent
important volume edited by Yigal Bronner, David Shulman and Gary Tubb called
Innovation and Turning Points: toward a history of kavya literature (2014) responds to still
prevalent (Orientalist) ideas about the gradual ‘decline’ of Sanskrit poetry after reaching
its zenith around the fourth century CE with the pinnacle of Sanskrit poets: Kalidasa.
Rather than offering a new, comprehensive history of kavya literature, Innovation and
Turning Points presents a chronologically ordered compilation of close, fine-grained
literary readings of poems by seminal figures who were regarded by the tradition itself as
daring innovators. In this way, the book gives an entirely new outlook on a remarkable
literary tradition that managed to renew itself over a period spanning almost two
millennia, across the South Asian continent and far beyond. Innovation in this literary
tradition therefore almost becomes a somewhat miraculous achievement, made possible
through daringly creative efforts of poets who were always keen on emulating and
surpassing the poets of old by finding new ways to appeal to and challenge its audiences.

It is worth elaborating briefly on the conditions which necessitate the ongoing project
to thoroughly rewrite the history of kavya literature, to which this dissertation aims to
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contribute. The introductory essay states that we may be “generations away” from an
actual history of this tradition because most texts have never been read closely in modern
times.* This, the essay explains, has partly something to do with the ‘difficulty’ of the
poetry composed after Kalidasa (fourth century). Generations of modern scholars have
experienced later poems as distasteful or decadent, a sign of the gradual decay of literary
tradition that fails to creatively renew itself. The articles in Innovation and Turning points
powerfully overthrows this problematic image crafted by literary critics of “so-called
histories of Sanskrit poetry.”* The perceived difficulty, the editors explain, in fact entails
a remarkable literary complexity:

The obvious difficulty of much Sanskrit poetry has generally been viewed as an insuperable flaw
or a repellent barrier, blinding such critics to much of what this poetry is about. Dense layering
effects, the superimposition of one or more levels on another, complex imagery, establishing
relations among superficially discrete entities, subtle suggestion - all these lie at the heart of the
Sanskrit poetic enterprise.”

For several reasons the sub-genre of historical poetry has suffered even more from
generations of literary critics, both South Asian and Western, who have pejoratively
judged ‘historical kavya’ against superior western and/or modern tastes and models. First,
since the popularity of historical themes in Sanskrit kavya becomes dominant only in the
second millennium, historical kavya falls victim to the prejudice of ‘older is better’, which
also happened to later non-historical poems, as noted in the introduction to Innovation
and Turning Points.”> Second, since the genre of historical kavya comes into existence as
patron-centered poetry, it tends to be denounced as ‘royal flattery’. Importantly, this is
not necessarily a modern or western critique. As explained above, it repeatedly resurfaces
in the tradition of historical poetry itself, which not only thematizes the ‘problem’, but
overthrows the critique. And finally, our poor understanding of historical kavya is clearly
connected to the way generations of scholars have classified these works as presenting
an ‘uncritical’ mix of poetic fancy and historical ‘information’.” In short, our
understanding of ‘historical kavya’ suffers from a long scholarly tradition that has

% Bronner et al. 2014: 26.

* ibid. p. 2.

°!ibid. p. 14.

* ibid. p. 2.

 Standard histories of Sanskrit literature always juxtapose historical kavya with the western model
of ‘serious’ historiography, casting the poets as royal flatters who are indifferent to truth. For example, in
Keith’s words (1920: 155) the historical poetry of the seminal figure Bilhana is characterized by an “irritating
but epic vagueness” and the “usual diversion from serious matters”. I have noted earlier that this is also,
partly, reinforced in the more recent work of Siegried Lienhard (1984).
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rendered texts like HMK - to put it somewhat boldly - into being mixtures of tedious,
difficult poetry, royal flattery, and uncritical history.

As noted above, in the past few decades, scholars have made serious attempts to
counter the problematic Orientalist claim that South Asia, before British colonialization,
didn’t produce meaningful historiographical traditions (in a Western sense). Many
scholars have been offering novel approaches to broaden up our understanding of what
constitutes 'history’ or historical literature, drawing attention to different, shifting
historical sensibilities, dialogues with Persianate historiographical traditions, etc. This
dissertation largely refrains from theoretical discussions about what counts as history
and what not. Occasionally I will touch on some of the issues raised in such studies. It is
nevertheless hoped that my reading of HMK as historical poetry may be of value to
scholars interested in theorizing South Asian forms of historical literature. Although I'm
mostly interested in literary issues, I will engage with the recent trend to nuance earlier
interpretations of historical narratives from the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal period as
expressive of Hindu-Muslim hostility. Most recent readings of HMK are thus rooted in one
of these scholarly trends.” It is hoped that my literary reading will deepen the insights
regarding the representation of cultural others in this poem, a theme that is clearly at the
heart of HMK.

As evident from the above discussion, this dissertation is also conceived as a response
to the historiographical focus itself, and the applied socio-political mode of analysis and
‘memory studies’ approach, which tends to downplay the crucial role of the poet as a
creative individual, who actively plays with the narrative ‘stuff’ that makes up historical
and cultural memory.

1.6 Note on the editions and manuscripts

I have used the edition by Jinavijaya Muni (the reprint of 1993), which is based on the
same manuscript from the first edition by Kirtane (1879), carrying the date 1485 CE (1542
V.S). The colophon indicates that it is written by a Jain named Nayahamsa in $r-
perojapura, Firozpur, likely a city named after Firoz Shah Tughluq (r. 1351-88). This is

% As in Bednar (2007 and 2017), Sreenivasan (2002), Thapar (2005: 116-131), Talbot (2016), in work in
book-projects in progress by Audrey Truschke and Aditya Malik, and in a forthcoming article by Cynthia
Talbot, titled “Turks, warriors, and conquerors: Narratives of Hindu-Muslim encounters between the
fourteenth and eighteenth centuries". I thank these scholars for sharing their unpublished work with me.
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perhaps the modern Firozpur in the Punjab, close to the border with Pakistan. This
Nayahamsa identifies himself as belonging to the same sect (gaccha) of Nayacandra, the
gaccha of Srikrsnarsi. Jinavijaya's edition lists variants from an older manuscript
preserved in a Jain manuscript library in Kota from 1429 CE (1486 V.S.), written by a
certain Purusottama, who calls himself the “son of the scholar Gunaraja” (pandita-
gunardja-putrena).” There is no explicit Jain connection here.

It is worth mentioning that Jinavijaya asserted the manuscript from the copy of
Nayahamsa from 1485 CE - which is the basis for Kirtane’s and his own edition - to be older
than the Kota manuscript from 1429. He argues that the date 1542 V.S. (1485 CE) must
contain a writing error, and that it should have been 1452 V.S., noting that the copyist
Nayahamsa must have accidently switched the number 4 and 5.* Jinavijaya comes up with
this theory because the copyist Nayahamsa speaks of himself as a pupil of Jayasimha Siiri,
whom he assumes to be the same as the guru of the poet Nayacandra himself. But this is
clearly a different, and later Jayasimha Siri, since we know that HMK was composed
during the rule of Virama Tomar (1402-1423). Jinavijaya thus places the composition of
HMK before 1452 V.S., that is in 1385 CE. This partly explains the unprecise
contextualization of Nayacandra’s HMK in recent historiographical research, which has
often placed his work ‘somewhere’” in the late fourteenth century or middle of the
fifteenth century.”

The edition of Jinavijaya also includes an anonymous, undated and incomplete Sanskrit
commentary on HMK, which is also connected to Nayacandra’s gaccha. This commentary,
titled Hammiramahakavyadipika (“Light on HMK”), unfortunately breaks off in the middle
of the fifth canto.

I have often chosen for the variants of the older Kota manuscript, which are
sometimes corroborated by the version available to the commentator, and by another
undated and incomplete manuscript I managed to obtain from the Rajasthan Oriental
Research Institute in Jodhpur, which breaks off in the beginning of canto four.

Finally, there are at least two other unedited, and incomplete manuscripts, which I
didn’t manage to obtain.” There is one manuscript at the Asiatic Society of Bengal in
Calcutta, from 1470 CE (1527 V.S.), copied by Gunabhadra, a pupil of Padmasagar Misra,
who was also connected to the Srikrsnarsi-gaccha. And there is an incomplete manuscript
in a collection in London, from the Royal Asiatic Society, from the archive of the colonial
British administrator, colonel James Tod, who may have used it for his history of

% Jinavijaya 1993: 4. There is a picture of the last folio included in Jinavijaya’s edition.

% ibid. p. 3-4.

°7 As in Sreenivasan 2002 and Bednar 2007.

%1 thank Richard Salomon for directing my attention to these other manuscripts at a conference and
reading session at Washington University, Seattle (14-15th September 2017).
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Rajasthan.” The latter manuscript appears to have been copied in the late eighteenth
century - perhaps for Tod himself -, from an earlier defective manuscript.

% In his “Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan” (Vol 11, 1832: 452) he says that he has translated two
works with the help of his Jain guru, a “Hamir Résd” and a “Hamir Cavya”, which he both ascribes to the
hand of Hammira’s supposed bard Sarnigadhara. This is also briefly discussed in the preface to HMK’s first

edition (Kirtane 1879: i).

39






Chapter 1 Listening for ambiguity and
intertextual play: HMK’s ‘eulogistic’ frame

1.1 “Shaken by a play of rashness”: concluding a tragic poem

How to frame a poem about a tragic hero, while adopting the eulogistic format of
biographical ‘great poem’, a mahakavya? There may have been no antecedents of a
mahakavya, in which the plot revolves around the tragic defeat of the main hero. In this
chapter I will present a close reading of the prologue to explore how Nayacandra
introduces the tragic subject of his poem, showing how many of the major thematic
elements are already introduced. Before starting with the beginning of the poem, I will
present a close reading of one of the final verses. It will help us to understand what
happens in the prologue, and indeed throughout the poem itself. This is because the verse
in question, 14.43, playfully reaches back to one of HMK’s central poetic concerns: the
deep intertextual engagement with the poets of old, especially perhaps with Kalidasa’s
Raghuvamsa, while also thematizing this intertextual concern as a way to infuse his poem
with a restless and playful back and forth movement. Moreover, if there is one quasi-
tragic kavya precursor to Nayacandra’s HMK, it is indeed to be found in Kalidasa’s
Raghuvamsa.

Let me therefore start by elaborating on the pertinence of Raghuvamsa “The Raghu
dynasty” as an intertextual model for Nayacandra’s great poem on the Chauhan dynasty.
Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa forms somewhat of an exception in the history of kavya literature
for its less ideal tragic ending. It thus ends with the death of king Agnivarna, who wasted
away because of his addiction to sensual pleasure. Csaba Dezso has recently discussed how
the death of Agnivarna may fit into the poem’s concern with exploring the fatal effects of
addiction - also a recurrent theme in HMK -, while indicating how the less ideal tragic
ending also troubled later commentators, who speculated that a canto may have gone
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lost." Interestingly indeed, the less ideal tragic- or truncated - ending of Raghuvamsa seems
not to be taken up in later kavya literature. But it can be said to resonate in Nayacandra’s
poem about the Chauhan dynasty, and the fall of its last ruler.

There are different ways to look at the ‘tragic’ ending of Raghuvamsa, and how it fits
in the poem’s aesthetic goals as a whole. Especially intriguing is David Shulman’s reading
of Raghuvamsa, in his article “Waking Aja”, where he links the poem’s apparent truncated
ending to Kalidasa’s concern with modelling a certain vision of temporality, and the
dangerous ‘temporal gaps’ that repeatedly open up in the poem, threatening the
continuation of the Raghu dynasty. Later, in the third chapter, I will elaborate on
Nayacandra’s concern with temporality, drawing extensively on Shulman’s
understanding of the suprabhatam “good morning” poems in Kalidasa’s work, and the
thematic significance of Royal Fortune. For the purpose of this chapter, I want to already
draw attention to Shulman’s analysis of the intertwining of thematic and meta-poetic
levels, with regard to the all-important topic of Royal Fortune. Great royal dynasties, like
the ‘mythological’ Raghus, or the ‘historical’ Chauhans, are indeed constantly in danger
of losing their grip on Royal Fortune or Splendor (rd@jya-sri), the symbolic wife of kings.
This is how Shulman explains the meta-poetic rationale behind the episodes like the
intervention of royal poets or bards who attempt to awaken ‘sleepy’ kings with their ‘good
morning’ verses:

This royal family, precisely because of its centrality and prominence, has the task of “capturing”
and “holding” this notoriously elusive and fickle goddess, which is to say - of awakening her, or of
activating or reactivating her presence, which tends to atrophy, to stray, to wane. Very probably
the royal poet’s task can be defined in these terms.?

Throughout the next chapters I will highlight that HMK similarly reads as a history about
the difficult - and vain! - struggle of the Chauhans to keep hold of the ‘fickle’ goddess
Royal Fortune. Fortune’s notorious ‘fickleness’ (capala) is clearly a central theme in
Nayacandra’s epic, as it is in many other literary texts about kingship. Despite a gap of
more than a thousand years Kalidasa’s influential masterpiece on the Raghu dynasty still
provided an important model for Nayacandra’s own epic on the dynasty of the Chauhans,

! Dezso 2014, in an article titled ‘We do not fully understand the learned poet’s intention in not
composing a twentieth canto’: Addiction as a Structuring Theme in the Raghuvamsa”.

2 An exception might be Kalhana’s mid-twelfth-century Rajatarangint, whose tragic poetics of decay
and despair McCrea (2013) links to the text’s emulation of the Mahabharata as a literary model. Arguably, like
the Rajatarangini, Nayacandra’s poem did something rather new and challenging by defying the long-
established aesthetic ideal of happy endings in Sanskrit kavya.

3 Shulman 2014: 44-5.
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as it continued to do for many other post-1000 AD poems.: However, the time gap of more
than a millennium makes itself felt too in Nayacandra’s poem. As the title of Nayacandra’s
poem indicates, the great poem of Hammira (Hammira-mahakavya) is not only about the
greatness of a dynasty (vamsa) and the problems with royal succession. Nayacandra’s
poem is ultimately about the Chauhan dynasty’s last hero, whose death our poet presents
as the complete destruction of this famous and once powerful dynasty. We will see that
Hammira is presented as the tragic endpoint of a long history which HMK models as a
gradual process of ‘falling asleep’. This makes the tragic ending of HMK radically different
from its intertextual model. Even though Raghuvamsa ends with the death of the Raghu
king Agnivarna, he may not have been the last. The poem thus concludes with a verse
about how his widow, the queen, is pregnant, and bears the king’s seed in her womb. In
the words of Shulman, the poem’s ending bears the promise of the dynasty’s rebirth.: He
thus explains that this ending aligns with Kalidasa’s concern with modelling time as an
uneven, though rhythmic pulsation and regenerative process.

HMK, by contrast, is much more tragic in that sense. But I will show that it does invite
the reader to think of Hammira’s death as the start of a regenerative poetic process,
stimulating ‘learned men’ to create a ‘tradition of poetry’ (kavya-paramparam, 14.1), as he
puts, with a wry sense of irony, in the opening verse of the final canto. It is clear that from
this tradition of poetry, his own, new poem of Hammira, is meant to stand out as the ‘true’
version of Hammira’s legend. Keeping this in mind, we can finally turn to the significance
of the often-overlooked verse about HMK’s context of composition. The verse reflects on
his new poem of Hammira as the result of what appears to have been a literary challenge,
held at the court of Virama Tomar (the king of Gwalior, between 1402-1423).¢ It is here
where Nayacandra speaks of a playful ‘shaking” movement underlying his whole poetic
endeavor:

“At this time, no one will create a poem
resembling the poetry of the poets of old.”
This is what was said by the courtiers

at the assembly of king Virama Tomar.
With his mind shaken by a play of rashness

1 Satya Vrat, in his “Glimpses of Jaina Sanskrit Mahakdavyas” (2006), mentions Raghuvamsa’s influence
to be the case for nearly all the Jain mahakavyas discussed by him (p.14).

5 Shulman 2014: 62.

¢Twill elaborate in chapter five on the significance of this contest against the background of the socio-
historical and literary context of early fifteenth century North India. Nayacandra’s statement may be
reflective of the emergence of the vernacular as a medium of literary expression, but it is also just a common
topos in Sanskrit literature. And this may also be the point of the verse: he is playing with Sanskrit literary
conventions.
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arising from that

the poet Nayacandra created
this erotic, heroic and marvelous
new poem of king Hammira.’

Nayacandra explains how he was - quite literally - moved to create a new poem on king
Hammdira because his mind was “shaken by a play of rashness” (capala-keli-dolita), arising
or originating from that (tad-bhii). But from what exactly?® This tremulous movement
appears to have been caused by the (supposedly) outrageous claim at the Tomar court,
that no one will create a poem like the poets of old. This (shocking?) statement had
disturbed the poet’s mind. It appears to have literally ‘shaken” Nayacandra into making
his great and new Sanskrit epic of Hammira.®

Let me unpack this imagery. First of all, at the heart of this verse is an allusion to a
famous introductory verse in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa (1.9), where the author playfully
ridicules the limits of his own intellect to compose a poem about the great rulers of the
Raghu dynasty. Kalidasa explains that it is rashness (capala) that moved him to perform
such an impossible feat.” Nayacandra thus adopts Kalidasa’s self-ridicule to explain how
he was similarly moved by rashness to take up the extremely difficult task of composing
a Sanskrit epic poem like the poets of old. But in fact, the allusion itself - and therefore
the whole statement - is the proof of Nayacandra’s success in performing this difficult
endeavor. It shows his skill in composing a poem like the poets of old, who always
playfully engaged with the works of their predecessors, often with parodic features. In
fact, Kalidasa’s famous introductory verse is also alluded to in Nayacandra’s own

7 kavyam plrva-kaver na kavya-sadr$am kascid vidhatadhuné-

ty ukte tomara-virama-ksitipateh samajikaih samsadi |

tad-bhi-capala-keli-dolita-manah $rngara-virddbhutam

cakre kavyam idam hamira-nrpateh navyam nayénduh kavih ||14. 43||

81 believe the verse is purposefully ambiguous about the meaning of ‘that’. Literally it says that the
poet Nayacandra was “endowed with a mind that was shaken by a play of rashness, arising from that” (tad-
bhii-capala-keli-dolita-mandh). In the context of the verse the “that” (tad) most probably refers to what the
courtiers of king Virama Tomar proclaimed. But it is also possible to take the word tad to mean “therefore”,
as separate from this long compound. The word bhii would then acquire its common meaning as “earth,
world”. It would mean that Nayacandra’s mind was shaken by the play of rashness of the world, which moved
Nayacandra to compose his Hammira poem. Or it may actually refer to the ‘play of rashness’ arising from
him, where tad may refer to Virama Tomar himself. I elaborate on the possibility of this connotation in
chapter five.

° It is worth noting that the verse is part of a larger set in which Nayacandra playfully defends his
poem against the (future) critic, mocking them for trying to find faults and ungrammatical Sanskrit speech
in Nayacandra’s work. He explains, for example, that even the poems of Kalidasa are full of faults (14.38).
This itself is a common practice among poets. His statement about his act of rashness is thus part of the
poet’s long ‘apology’ to the future critic.

101 further discuss this verse in the fourth section of this chapter.
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introduction (1.10), again with a playful twist, as I explain in the next section. It is as if
Nayacandra at the end of his poem again reminds his audience of one of the hallmarks of
his poem: the constant intertextual engagement with earlier poets of the Sanskrit literary
tradition. Nayacandra of course not just passively emulates the poets of old but actively
plays with a great number of intertexts, in the process changing, intensifying, and
inverting well-known imagery, genre-conventions, and narrative templates.

Importantly, Nayacandra thus only playfully pretends that his poetic endeavor
resulted from his own inconsiderate rashness. The syntactic flexibility of such long
compounds allows the slightly pejorative ‘play of rashness’ (capala) to apply to Virama’s
courtiers, or to Virama himself (tad as “him”). By implication, the ‘message’ itself thus
may sound as a dig to Nayacandra’s presumed Tomar patron. His courtiers had dared to
make the claim - presumably intolerable or ridiculous - that no one will compose a
Sanskrit epic at the present time - adhung, the early fifteenth century. But he proved them
wrong. Therefore, in some sense, the verse speaks about the inconsiderateness of
Virama’s courtiers. Their rash assertion caused the (feigned?) emotional disturbance in
the mind of a gifted Sanskrit poet like Nayacandra. The verse therefore doesn’t bestow
praise on the Tomar king and his court. He tried to ‘defeat’ them in the context of a
literary challenge. In addition, Nayacandra deliberately presents himself as the supreme
scholar-poet and spiritual leader, mastering the essence of all branches of knowledge
(sarva-$astraika-binduh, 14.26). In this regard, it is worth quoting how Velcheru Narayan
Rao speaks about the courtly culture of competition in medieval India, and the (new) ideal
of the scholar-poet:

A poet who was not also a superior scholar was not recognized as a good poet. Scholarship was
determined in competition with other scholars of the king’s court. A king was expected to have a
number of competent scholars in his court who could dispute with and defeat visiting scholar-
poets who come with a desire to conquer them."

I will examine this aspect of greater length in chapter five, where I also address
Nayacandra’s boldness in presenting himself as being on top of the court, unaffected by
the demands of a patron. Here I want to suggest that there is much more to Nayacandra’s

MM

statement that his mind was “shaken by a play of rashness’”. It is certainly not a
coincidence that Nayacandra literally connects Kalidasa’s capala “rashness, fickleness,
inconsiderateness” to the word play (keli) and the shaking or swinging back-and-forth

movement (dolita) denoted by all kinds of words to express play-activity - as brilliantly

1Rao 1992: 194.
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theorized in Johan Huizinga’s seminal study on play.”I would argue that this ‘shaking’
movement indeed underlies the poet’s vision on poetry itself. Moreover, it is not unlikely
that Nayacandra is literally playing with the common idea that the poet’s own mood -
often prior to his composition - manifests itself in the poem. It happened to the
primordial poet Valmiki, who, struck by grief (Soka) when seeing a hunter shoot a bird -
separating it from her lover -, transferred his sorrowful emotional experience into the
first verse (sloka) of the Ramayana.”

Nayacandra appears to have similarly transferred his emotional disturbance into his
poetry - or pretends that it happened so. In HMK almost every theme is subjected to the
alluring logic and beauty of play (and dance), expressed through words like keli, krida, lila,
vilasa, nrtya, etc. - and the free, unrestrained, back-and-forth motion inherent to the
notion of play.“ And this might also apply to Nayacandra’s conception of what good
poetry is and does, as in the verse from his Rambhamarijari, quoted at the beginning of the
introduction. There is indeed something about Nayacandra’s poetry that makes both the
heads of the characters and audience shake (ghiirnayati), not only in the conventional
sense of making the listeners nod their heads spontaneously in approval.’

This finally brings me to the significance of the title of this dissertation: ‘Shaking
Hammira’. It is not only meant as a nod to Shulman’s highly insightful article on
Raghuvamsa, called “Waking Aja”, but as an allusion to this verse in which Nayacandra
himself playfully alludes to Kalidasa’s important intertext. It can be useful to explore the
poem’s compelling incongruity between the eulogistic format and tragic content in terms
of a rhythmic, back-and-forth movement between ‘eulogy’ and ‘tragedy’, not as genres of

12 Namely, in his wonderful book and now classic Homo Ludens (1938). The historian and cultural-critic
Huizinga, who started his career as a scholar of Sanskrit literature (with his PhD dissertation on the vidiisaka
“jester” in Sanskrit theater) is perhaps the first to emphasize or at least theorize the idea that an effortless,
free, and repetitive ‘back-and-forth’ movement is inherent to the concept of play, showing how this is the
case in words for play in both Indo-European languages - listing several Sanskrit words - and non-European
languages like Japanese (in chapter two “Conceptie en uitdrukking van het begrip spel in de taal”).

13 Accordingly, the dominant mood or taste (rasa) of the Ramayana is believed to be that of karunad,
pitiful compassion, derived from the emotion of grief, see for example the discussion of this point in Pollock
2016: 5, discussing the topic of ‘Rasa in the Poet’. Pollock (2016:27) argues it could be translated as the tragic
rasa, for it corresponds well with what the emotional effect associated with western tragic writing.

“In my translation of these words I will try to preserve the connection to the concept of play. I believe
the conceptual overlap is central to the poet’s poetic vision. Gary Tubb has observed something similar in
his article “Poetry and Play in Kavikarnapiira’s play within the play” (2014: 693).

I thank Yigal Bronner for making me understand that the basic meaning of the metaphor of
‘shaking’ as nodding in approval. The imagery of shaking heads recurs at two pivotal episodes in
Nayacandra’s poem, in two suprabhdtam verses, in the eighth canto (discussed in chapter three in section 4.2
“Shaking heads at dawn”) and in the thirteenth canto (discussed in chapter four in section 5.6 “Waking the
sleepless”).
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literature but as narrative modes, which alternate consistently throughout the poem
within the over-arching frame of a eulogistic biography (carita). I will suggest we can see
it as a game of balance in which the eulogistic frame never completely breaks down. I will
explore how the back-and-forth movement itself aligns with many of the structuring
themes of the poem, like the ‘shaking’ (capala, caficala, tarala, etc.) unsteadiness,
restlessness and recklessness of kings and warriors. The whole poem indeed revolves
around the difficulty of maintaining Royal Fortune, who is typically blamed for her
notorious fickleness (capala). Like in Shulman’s reading of Raghuvamsa, I will show that in
HMK too this has something to do with the elusive force of Time (kala), and the related
notion of fate (vidhi, daiva, etc), which are also said to play and move back and forth
throughout the poem.* Importantly, this playful movement also constitutes the
movement of poetry itself, its uneven, restless and meandering flow through opposing
narrative modes and perspectives, and a great variety of intertexts.”

In short, a playful back-and-forth movement appears to express itself as theme,
structure, and over-all poetic effect on the reader. Nayacandra’s deep concern with
intertextual play constitutes one of the main challenges to understand what is ‘really’
happening throughout the poem. We will already see below, in my reading of the
prologue, that in some cases the influence of or modelling on other texts might border on
being parodic. But not always. We can understand the many intertextual nods or allusions
really as play, contributing to the overall multidirectional movement within
Nayacandra’s poetry, which never fully comes to rest. It is really some kind of poetic game
of unsteadiness or restlessness (capala-keli), which Nayacandra plays with his audience, as
in the verse discussed above. We will see that the reader’s attention is made to shift
between Chauhan history and other story templates, or between Nayacandra’s own
poetry and the verses of other poets. This is not just intertextual play, for the sake of play,
or for showing off erudition. I will suggest that we can see the resonances and dissonances
with other texts as part of the poet’s set of strategies to make the audience alert and
demand a deeper involvement with the traditional Hammira’s story.

To conclude this introductory section, it is worth quoting the final verse of HMK
(14.46), in which he evokes two earlier models, the famous late twelfth-century poet
Sriharsa (associated with the court of Jayacandra of Kannauj), and the early thirteenth-

16 as in 3.65 (vidhi-vilasita-yogad) and 8.128 (moha-lalitaih...kalas cauro bhramati).

"Nayacandra also explicitly thematizes this ‘restless’ movement of poetry. For example, anticipating
his explanation why a Jain monk excels in writing erotic verses, Nayacandra explains that he enjoys the
grace of the goddess of Speech: “it is she alone indeed who bestows (poetry’s) lofty playfulness, endowed
with the virtuous freshness of beautiful women (lit. “those with restless eyes”) (dhatte lalityam uccaih khalu
capala-drsam punya-tarunyam eva, 14.29).
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century Jain poet Amaracandra (associated with the literary circle of Vastupala in Patan).
Playing on the literal meaning of their names, we learn in conclusion that:

Having drunk the nectar of poetry,

arising from the lotus-mouth of Srf Nayacandra,

who indeed would not see clearly before his eyes

the poet Amaracandra (- the Immortal Moon)?

When he first reaches Immortality

there is not a slight blockade.

Unable to resist himself, he should run forth again
whirling about on the garland of Pleasure —(Sri-)Harsa."

The idea of this verse is also echoed in a verse by the copyist Nayahamsa (in 1485 CE, at
least seventy or sixty years after the composition of HMK) who says that Nayacandra’s
poetry is a wonderful elixir (rasayanam adbhitam): it makes these famous poets come alive
(jivante) (verse 3). Unique about Nayacandra’s poetry is that he manages to combine the
“the graceful (or dancing) style” (lalityam) of Amaracandra and the “twisted style”
(vakrima) of Sriharsa (verse 4).» The verse above suggests that such an extraordinary
poetic experience is hard to resist (dur-varah). It happens effortlessly, without restraint,
an essential attribute of the playful movement denoted by lalitya, and even the word
vibhrama, the pleasure of whirling or moving back and forth, confusingly, on a garland of
pleasure (harsa) or on the poetry of Sriharsa. As I explained in the introduction, thanks to
the efforts of scholars like Yigal Bronner and David Shulman, we know that composing
poetry in the second ‘vernacular millennium’ means a deep, creative and playful
engagement with the poems from the earlier masters of the Sanskrit literary tradition.
Often this happens in dialogue with the poets from the newly emerging vernacular
literatures, who unmistakably included the Hammira legend in their repertoire.”

18 The verse may be an addition by a reader/copyist of HMK. The earlier Kota manuscript does not
include this verse. However, it does appear in Nayacandra’s play Rambhamafijar, as a verse about how the
poet had described himself earlier, see v.1.16 in edition of Poddar (1976).

19 pitva $ri-nayacandra-vaktra-kamalavirbhavi-kavyamrtam

ko namamaracandram eva puratah saksan na pasyed dhruvam |

adav eva bhaved asav amarata cet tasya no badhika

durvarah punar esa dhavatutamam harsavali-vibhramah ||14.46||

2 1 give a full translation of the verse at the end of the first section of the conclusion. For my
translation of lalityam as ‘dancing style’ I'm indebted to the translation of lalitya as “dancing” in a verse about
the style of Dandin, quoted in the introduction of the volume Innovation and Turning Points 2014 (Bronner et
al.): 4.

2 Bronner and Shulman (2006), responding to Pollocks thesis about the ‘death of Sanskrit’ in the
vernacular millennium. It is worth noting that Nayacandra included a vernacular bardic song on Jayacandra
in his Rambhamafijari, identified as old literary Marathi, see Poddar 1976: 6. In chapter five I reflect on the
emergence of the Hammira tradition itself.
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1.2 A playful and discriminating Splendor (Sri): introducing a
tragic poem

Opening verses provide a good starting point to explore what a literary text ‘intends’ to
say. This may sound obvious, or needless to emphasize. Curiously, however, most modern
scholarly analyses of Nayacandra’s great poem of Hammira have paid little attention to
HMK’s prologue. We can nevertheless expect any author of a literary work to put extra
effort in the opening lines of his work. After all, such lines must try to seize the attention
of the reader. The prologue, or indeed the very first verse, may already give a glimpse of
what the literary work will be about. In the next sections I will highlight how HMK’s
prologue - the first twenty-six verses - already introduces most of the major motifs,
thematic ‘questions’ and axes of tension. A close consideration of these verses allows us
to understand and appreciate HMK as a carefully constructed aesthetic whole. The
alluring ambiguities in the prologue clearly set the tone for the rest of the poem. And
since the epilogue (canto fourteen) purposefully returns to what is said or suggested in
these verses, a careful reading of HMK’s opening is necessary to understand how the
poem comes full circle at the end. Clearly, Kirtane’s derogatory claim about HMK’s “very
uneven” narrative structure is misleading. It made him discard the ‘poetical chaff’ from
the valuable historical information.? The historical narrative may be uneven -
purposefully so -, but the poem itself is beautifully structured.

We are drawn into Nayacandra’s poetic world through a set of carefully crafted
benedictive verses. They introduce the reader to the poet’s skill in the fascinating art of
simultaneous narration ($lesa). This allows the Jain author of the poem to simultaneously
evoke the foremost deities from the Hindu pantheon and those of his own tradition, the
Jain ‘ford-makers’ (tirtharikara), the spiritual ‘conquerors’ (jina) who have succeeded in
crossing the ocean of worldly existence (samsara). On the surface, one could say that
Nayacandra intends to make an appeal to both a Jain and Hindu audience. It’s important,
however, to not reduce these verses to being just that. I want to show that Nayacandra’s
benediction is clearly not just about making a religious point; nor is it just a display of the
poet’s skill in the art of simultaneous narration - as the benediction is ‘footnoted” in
Kirtane’s influential paraphrase.”

In this section I want to stress the relevance of not skipping over the seven verses
preceding the introduction of the ‘main’ subject matter, Hammira Chauhan. He will be
presented - somewhat ambiguously - as the only praiseworthy king of the present age
(1.8), as they say (kila, 1.9). I want to demonstrate how the preceding seven verses already

22 Kirtane 1879: v.
B Kirtane 1879: iv.
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invite the reader to be attentive to the ambiguity of poetic speech. We are implicitly urged
to not take words of praise at their face value. Nominally these verses ‘just’
simultaneously evoke the Hindu deities and the Jain saints (1.2-1.6), enclosed by an
opening verse about the self (atman) and a ‘concluding’ verse about Sarasvati, the riverine
goddess of Vedic literature, and Poetic Speech embodied. I will highlight how ultimately
all these verses make a statement about the extraordinary power of poetry. The craft and
experience of poetry is subtly presented as being superior to religious devotion or
worship (bhakti) as a means to purify and awaken the self (atman). It is Sarasvati alone
who can provide a genuine passage or ford (tirtha) to grasp the multi-faceted nature of
reality. The experience of poetry may be ‘spiritually’ more effective than worshipping the
Hindu gods, the Jain ‘ford-makers’, or indeed historical heroes like Hammira.

Arguably, the very first verse already contains the ‘essence’ of the whole poem. The
anonymous Jain commentator of the single surviving though incomplete commentary
(dipikd) on HMK - “Light on Hammiramahakavya” - stresses its central importance. The
short preface ends by stating that we should fix all our attention on the first verse, for it
condenses everything that is taught in this world - theoretical, religious, worldly,
philosophical and social knowledge, etc. (sastra, darsana, purusdrtha). Let me therefore
start with a translation and elaborate discussion of the first verse. It may be possible to
hear the whole range of layers making up the complexity of the poem as a whole:
thematic, intertextual, meta-poetic, religious-philosophical, etc. In the space of single
verse Nayacandra condenses these levels into a carefully crafted auditive experience.

What they call the great rise of awareness and bliss
we always worship its only cause: that Supreme Light.
It is there - in that (light) which wards of darkness -
that this auspicious Splendor

like a female goose

in the pond’s purifying water

plays and plays.*

Because of the layered texture and multiple semantic connotations of the original
Sanskrit, any translation will fall short to fully express what this opening verse conveys.
All the individual elements evoked and implied in this verse - the brilliance, the darkness,
the self as the ‘Supreme Light’ (param-jyotis), the great rise (udaya) of awareness and joy,
its only cause (eka-hetum), a playful Splendor (Sri), the female goose (hamsi) enjoying
herself (ram) in the purifying water or pond (saras), even the first temporal marker sada

% sada cid-ananda-mahddayatka-hetum param-jyotir upasmahe tat |
yasmin $iva-§rih sarasiva hamsi visuddhi-krd-varini ramramiti ||1.1]|
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‘always’ - will carry an important structuring function throughout the poem. They are
the motifs and symbols holding the poem together as a unified aesthetic whole. They
spring forth from a single, carefully constructed verse. And they are deeply and
intricately intertwined. Our poet, of course, almost never speaks directly about how
exactly these elements intertwine. We are, in other words, invited to explore their
connections and fill in the semantic and symbolic values of words like Siva, $rt, hamsi and
even tad “that”.

Most evidently this opening verse addresses the religious-philosophical topic (and
problem) of the nature of reality. It raises the important theme of the ‘supreme self
(paramatman), in relation to the natural make-up of reality, which in mainstream
Vedantic traditions is believed to be eternally conscious and joyful (cid-dananda). Instead
of using Jaina specific terminology, Nayacandra chooses to use an arguably more
universally applicable Upanisadic vocabulary.» The absolute self, in its pure and natural
state, is thus cast as a bright and shining principle, the “Supreme Light” (param-jyotis), to
which we should devote ourselves in an Upanisadic fashion. Or rather, we are already
“being or sitting near” to it (upasmahe). Nayacandra may be purposefully reinforcing this
Upanisadic imagery by calling the Supreme Light ‘that’ (tat). This neuter pronoun, placed
emphatically at the end of the first line, may denote the much-discussed relation of the

% There seems to be enough common ground between Jaina and Vedantic traditions to adopt the view
that the self (atman), in its pure state, is eternally conscious and blissful. This adaptation of the terminology
or imagery of other religious-philosophical traditions is not uncommon by Jain authors. Jeffrey Long (2010:
90-93) explains that “[n]ot unlike the jiva of Jainism, which is pure bliss, perception, consciousness, and
power, Brahman is described as infinite being, consciousness, and bliss (sat-chit-ananda)” (p. 92). Perhaps
Nayacandra is not just adopting this view, but subtly playing with the resemblances and differences.
Somewhat curiously, perhaps, Nayacandra leaves out one traditional attribute, namely that of sat “being,
real, existent”. This is the quality of brahman which generally - in the Upanisads, as in later philosophical
treatises of various Hindu traditions - precedes cit and dnanda. We are thus expected to find sat as heading
the compound sat-cit-ananda, “existence- consciousness-bliss”, the traditional make-up and nature of
ultimate reality. Instead we get the adverb sadd, “always, perpetually” which despite being semantically
clearly different from sat, “real”, may sound as a distortion of the expected word. Is Nayacandra starting his
poem with a playful twist? Is he denying “reality, existence” to a mainstream idea about the natural make-
up of reality, as if to already give a glimpse of his recurrent concern with playfully challenging his readers’
pre-conceptions, expectations and traditional knowledge? Or perhaps rather, by leaving out the quality of
sat (real, existing) in a verse ‘about’ ultimate reality, Nayacandra may be anticipating his concluding ‘point’
in the seventh verse about the extraordinary reality of poetry as means to achieve true success or
completion (nalika-sampad) or true play (nalika-lila), as the commentary states. Nayacandra seems to
purposefully start his poem by raising or playing with a major concern in the South Asian intellectual
tradition, namely the opposition between (and problem of) what is ultimately, or absolutely real - denoted
by the concept of brahman - and what is only real in appearance, the phenomenological world which in
mainstream Hindu thought is said to be maya, an illusion (<ludus, in play), fabricated through the divine play
(lila) of the gods.
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individual Self (atman) to the concept of brahman, the ultimate reality of things, the
primordial substance of everything contained in the universe, including the self. In
Upanisadic terms the ultimate spiritual goal consists in realizing that “you are that” (tat
tvam asi). Nayacandra deliberately and playfully picks up on this topic in the next verse:

The wise, who fix their attention

on understanding the knowledge of that

say that its essence is the supreme brahman.

Let the navel-born (Brahma/Rsabha) make hurry to bring you liberation (Siva):
that man who dwells in a lotus

the one with lotus feet

and created the end of his own worldly existence

and who created a prosperous dwelling place.”

The verse somewhat humorously urges the Hindu creator god Brahma (who was born
from Visnu’s nabhi navel) and the first Jain ford-maker Rsabha (whose father was named
Nabhi) to ‘hurry up’ (tvar) in order to help the people - you (vas) - attain liberation (sivaya).
But there’s a sting to the message. From a Jain perspective there is no creator god. Both
Brahma, and the Jain ford-makers do not concern themselves with the world, which the
verse jokingly makes explicit by having them hurry up. Moreover, taking the verse as
speaking about Brahma we read that he “created the end of his own existence” (klrpta-
bhavavasanah). The commentary makes explicit the common ‘ridicule’ that Brahma is not
worshipped any longer on earth; he has no devotees. (And he is typically blamed as the
cruel Creator god or Fate (vidhi), who apparently without any reason creates suffering for
the people - a major theme throughout HMK).” This verse and the next five benediction
verses can be said to serve a ‘literary purpose’ only, to anticipate Nayacandra’s point in
the seventh verse about the extraordinary quality or reality of poetry, which deserves
our real attention.

But let us first return to the first verse, which already anticipates his view on what
poetry does. Unfortunately, the self - conscious and blissful in its pure state - has the
natural tendency to get afflicted and obscured by defilements and delusions of various
sorts. We will see how the heroes in HMK repeatedly fall victim to various kinds of
‘darkness’ (visuddhi-krt “what cuts purity”), not only by external enemy forces, but
especially by obscuring forces within - like greed, excessive anger, pride, lust, etc. This is
often explicitly linked to a self-destructive and self-deluding heroic masculinity (virya,

% taj-jfiana-vijiiana-krtavadhanah santah para-brahma-mayam yam ahuh
padmasrayah klrpta-bhavavasanah sa nabhi-bhiir vas tvaratam $ivaya ||2||
771 discuss this at length in chapter three and four.
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pumstva), which makes the warrior-king ‘sleepy’. When such forces take over, and take on
excessive proportions, these ‘internal enemies’ - as they are often called - have a
darkening, blinding effect on the self, or on the all-important feminine principle that
energizes it: Sri. Nayacandra introduces this principle positively as that “auspicious
Splendor” ($iva-$ri)) or the “Splendor of the Auspicious One”, the god Siva or any
auspicious being worthy of SrT’s attention.

Put most simply (and positively), the notion of Srirepresents the bright side of reality.
Sr1 represents a universal Splendor or Brilliance, giving off light and radiance, and thus
conferring ‘shine’ and beauty to entities of all sorts. Importantly, this beautiful and
beautifying Splendor is a feminine principle, which is naturally active, potent and playful.
It is the ‘energy’ that makes people shine, especially the noble kings from great, successful
dynasties. The whole universe is thus pervaded by Sri, who confers her splendor to
entities like the moon and sun, plants and animals, everything that shines and ‘blooms’
at day and at night. Entities take a “share” of this Splendor, which axiomatically
constitutes one principle. But they also distribute it again, by reflecting or radiating it
back to others.” As Laksmi, the goddess of Fortune, SrT embodies the energizing power
(Sakti) of her divine husband Visnu, the preserver of the universe; as Parvati or Uma she
embodies the female aspect of Siva; and as Sarasvati she represents the all-important
creative consort of the creator god Brahma.

It is in her personification as Laksmi, that the - occasionally blinding - brilliance of Sri
comes to symbolize the unstable nature of power, the king’s notoriously unfaithful or
fickle wife Royal Fortune (rd@jya-sr7 or rdjya-laksmi). Important to recall is that HMK is a
poem about the downfall of the Chauhan dynasty with the death of its last ‘glorious’ ruler
Hammira. Put differently, in symbolic terms HMK is a poem about Royal Fortune’s complete
disappearance from the Chauhan side.

% We can take Siva as an adjective, qualifying $r7 Splendor, or we can take the whole as a tatpurusa
compound. Like for example in Kalidasa’s Kumdrasambhava, 2.58, where Siva is referred to as the “supreme
light” (param-jyotis), and to which Nayacandra’s opening may be purposefully alluding. The commentary of
HMK glosses Nayacandra’s compound Siva-$ri as moksa-laksmi, the “Fortune of liberation”.

2 See for example Shulman’s discussion (2014: 44-45) of Sr in Raghuvamsa, and Hiltebeitel 1990: 143-
192, on Sri in the Mahabharata. That virtuous people may earn a ‘share’ of the notoriously fickle Sri is often
expressed by the root bhaj, to divide, ‘allot a portion’, as for example in Paficatantra, book 111, v. 103, saying
that only a wise man gets a share of fortune and fame (laksmya yasasam ca bhajanam, Hertel 1908: 193). This
logic also works the other way around. For example, in one verse in HMK we learn that:

tyagaya bhogaya viveka-bhaja janena $asvad vidhrta karabje |
lebhe ‘vakasam capala ‘pi laksmih palayanam karttum aho na yatra || 11.29

“In order to distribute and enjoy her (i.e. Fortune/wealth), a man who possesses (the lot of) right

discernment, always keeps her asunder in his lotushand. Oh! But there [in Ranthambhor] this Laksmi,
despite her fickleness, doesn’t take the opportunity to escape.”
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[ want to emphasize that it is not a coincidence that the poem starts by evoking the
principle of Sri. This beautiful and beautifying Splendor is thematically, religious-
philosophically and meta-poetically speaking at the heart of the whole poem. The point
of importance is that Sri doesn’t just passively dwell in the self, but - like a female goose
in a pond or stream - has the potency to enjoy herself, have fun, make love, again and
again: she plays and plays. I chose to translate the crucial final word of the verse ramramiti,
as “plays and plays” to keep open the multi-semantic significance of the verbal root ram
and represent the ear-catching intensive mode (which is poetically reinforced by the
preceding two syllables of ‘water’ va-rini ramramiti). Most generally the verb ram means
“to enjoy one’s self, take delight in something”. However, depending on the context, it
may take on sexual, martial, spiritual and aesthetic connotations. It may thus mean “to
have fun, make love, dally, play” but it also has a more ‘religious’ or less active peaceful
connotation “to be (joyfully) at rest, be quiet or still, desist from action.”

It is the comparison in this verse between Sri and the female goose (hamsi) that turns
the whole verse into a meta-poetic statement. This aquatic bird, which is white in color,
not only represents the pure and migratory nature of the self, but also the all-important
cognitive faculty of right discrimination (viveka). Importantly, this female goose may
represent Sarasvati herself as her supporting vehicle (vahana). Ideally, both the brilliant
Sr1and the white SarasvatT can enjoy themselves, in the purifying waters of poetry, and
in the light of the self.

I believe Nayacandra’s opening verse already purposefully introduces the shining
energy of Sr positively (!) as a playing, purifying and discriminating principle, anticipating
the thematic and meta-poetic importance of this triad throughout the poem. The opening
verse may already tell us that the fascinating principle of Sri, in her shining, active,
playful, migratory and discriminatory activity, may not really deserve the typical blame
of being fickle (capala) or fleeting (ksana-bhargura, “breaking instantly”). She may be
something fragile indeed, but she is especially something valuable, something difficult to
attain or maintain, but worthy of attention. Sri, in her various manifestations as Laksm,
Parvati, Sarasvati, etc., may want her many different partners - like kings and poets - to
‘play along’. But she may ‘fly off” and find fortune elsewhere when she suffers from a lack
of sustained attention. Despite Sr’s tragic propensity to wane, this all-important and all-
pervasive principle likes to shine and play, always, somewhere and with someone. Only
when we pay close attention to this inner, playful, shining and potent principle within
the self - when we sit near to it (upasmahe) in an Upanisadic fashion - it may exert a
purifying and discriminating power (viveka) and dispel the darkness of delusions and
moral defilements.

Apart from the intertwining of meta-poetic, thematic, and religious-philosophical
levels, Nayacandra’s opening verse also purposefully alludes to the opening verses of
other authors. There’s a clear nod to Dandin’s famous theoretical treatise on poetry, the
Kavyadarsa (“Mirror of Poetry”, ca. 7h-8h century) and to the Kumarapalabhiipalacarita
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(“The deeds of king Kumarapala”, 1365), composed by Nayacandra’s own guru Jayasimha
Stiri, to which I return later in this chapter.® We may also be able to hear an intertextual
nod to the opening verse of the historical play Hammiramadamardana (“Crushing the
intoxication of the Commander (hammira)”, ca. 1227-30) by another, earlier Jain poet also
called Jayasimha Stiri** And finally, I think Nayacandra’s semantic choices and the careful
placement of the words also make audible a nod to a crucial, turning-point verse from
Kalidasa's Kumdrasambhava (“Birth of the Prince”, 4™ century) where Siva desisted from
his yogic pose (upa-rarama) when he saw the supreme light in himself, signaling the
upcoming sexual union with Uma.”In short, it looks like Nayacandra did his best to create
a monumental opening for his great poem. His opening verse is clearly not only about
evoking the religious ideal of purifying the self, the ideal of ‘liberation’ (moksa), affecting

T thank Yigal Bronner for directing my attention to this point about Dandin’s opening verse, where
the same imagery of the goose with the verb ram is used. Thus (Sanskrit quoted from ed. of Belvalkar 1924)

catur-mukha-mukhambhoja-vana-hamsa-vadhiir mama |
manase ramatam dirgham sarva-$ukla sarasvati ||1]|

Dwelling with her female goose in the thicket of Brahma’s four lotus faces,
may this all-white Sarasvati, for a long time, have fun in my mind - the Manasa lake.

The poem of his guru’s historical poem, about Kumarapala also reaches back to Dandin. Thus, the opening
verse of his is as follows (- from the edition by Ksantivijaya Gani 1926).

cid-anandaika-kandaya namas tasmai paratmane |
$iva-$ri ramate yasmin hamsiva sarasi-ruhe || 1|

I bow to the supreme self, the only root of awareness and joy.
The Splendor of fortune takes delight there, like a female goose in the lotus flower.

The imagery and words of Nayacandra’s opening verse are almost the same, but his verse is arguably much
more complex in terms of the greater ambiguity, wider intertextual resonances, poetic ‘intensity’ and
overall playfulness. I elaborate on this point later in this chapter.

31 The verse is translated and discussed by A.K Warder (2004: 519, §6717) who observes that it may
well contain the gist of the play. This verse similarly starts with a meta-poetic verse about spreading the
Light (jyotir) belonging to Sarasvatl (sarasvatam) to dispel the darkness of delusion (moha-tamo-hati).
Interestingly the verse stresses that in this light (yasmin, similarly put at the beginning of the second line) -
which is said to play like the flames of a torch - the waves of glorious deeds arising from marvelous heroes
“become worthless” (trna-lavdayante), or literally “pieces of straw.” T hope to show that Nayacandra’s prologue
- and the whole poem - may well be conveying the same message, using similar imagery.

%2 Namely v. 3.58 in edition of Kale 1981. Nayacandra’s Upanisadic param jyotir upasmahe may sound as
an echo of Kalidasa’s“param jyotir updrarama in the last pada. It may not be a coincidence that Nayacandra’s
verse about siva-$ri (the Splendor of Siva) similarly ends with a reduplicating verbal form of the multivalent
root ram. For a beautiful discussion of this verse, see Handelman and Shulman 1997: 167-8.
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a mood of quietism (santa).* Nayacandra’s opening verse as it were skillfully extolls the
poet’s own enjoyment in making audible SarasvatT’s inexhaustible stream of poetry, in all
its beauty (sri), depth and complexity.*

1.3 Sarasvatl’s true play

In this section I want to demonstrate that the opening verse about the self, in which the
shining Sr1 enjoys herself or plays like the discriminating female goose (hamsi),
anticipates the point of the seventh verse about SarasvatT, the sacred Vedic river and pool
of poetry, in which aquatic birds and poets shine and play (lasat). The first and seventh
verse seem to make a pair, separated from each other by five verses which simultaneously
address the Jain ford-makers and the main Hindu deities. Moreover, this pair can be said
to purposefully enclose and playfully undermine the ‘truth value’ of the verses in
between. Verses two to six ostensibly praise the Hindu and Jain ‘deities’ for their
extraordinary illuminating powers to dispel darkness, thus continuing the line of thought
from the first verse. However, Nayacandra subtly distances himself from these evocations
by putting them in the ‘may you’ (vas) perspective, whereas the first and seventh verse
are treated from a ‘let us’ (nas) point of view.

This meta-poetic sandwiching in the opening benediction (verse 1-7) can be said to
mirror or anticipate the somewhat deceitful framing of the poem as a whole, which is
similarly sandwiched between two statements about Hammira’s exemplary greatness and
luminous ‘goodness’ (sattva), put in the mouth of what others say (1.9-14.1), reaching the

%3 This religious interpretation is what the Jain commentary emphasizes, explicitly remarking that
HMK’s opening verse conveys the aesthetic flavor of quietism ($anta), which is the “seed” (bijam) of the
cessation of desire or “thirsting” (rasas cdtra santas trsna-ksayam bijam)

* Poetically speaking the non-semantic features almost make audible what it semantically says. The
verse starts with a powerful ‘pulse’ or beat through the repetition of da-sounds in the first foot (sada-cid-
ananda-mahddayaika), which continues harmoniously but more softly in the second line with the succession
of sibilant sounds (yasmin $iva-$rih sarasiva hamsi), perhaps making audible Sarasvatt's gushing flow. When
reaching the next five syllables visuddhi-krd-va we may hear a brief rupture in the flow, which expresses well
what is meant by the double-entendre of the compound visuddhi-krd-varini, which means “in the purifying
water” (visuddhi-krd-varini) but also - and less obviously - “warding off” (varini) “that which cuts the pure
(self)”(visuddhi-krd) (namely the dirt that attaches to the self, according to the commentator). After the slight
audible ‘cut’ in the flow of the verse, the verse literally comes to rest in the smooth repetitive sounds of the
verb ram. There is typically a small pause in the 21-syllable indravajra meter after the fifth syllable of a foot,
which seems to purposefully split the word ‘water’ varini in two, so that the last two syllables rini smoothly
flow into the reduplicative form of ram (va-rini ramramiti) and reinforce its sound and meaning,
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poet’s ears. Nayacandra’s benedictive verses can be said to already subtly anticipate this
distancing technique on a micro-level.

Before moving on to the intriguing ‘concluding’ verse 7 about SarasvatT’s all-pervading
purifying flow, I want to briefly address the recurrent point in the five preceding verses.
I already mentioned that the second verse pokes fun at Brahma, the creator god, who
effected the end of his own existence on earth. Nayacandra’s verse humorously urges him
to ‘make hurry’ (tvaratam) to help you (vas) attain ‘liberation’ (siva). The point implicit in
this verse is that Brahma, like his Jain counterpart, the first ford-maker Rsabha, is not
really worth evoking as a divine principle to help us attain fortune. And this may well apply
to the male ‘deities’ evoked in the next verses.

The over-arching point in these verses seems to again revolve around the shining (and
playful) principle of SrT - repeated several times - bestowing male ‘deities’ the power to
dispel darkness/ignorance and awaken the people: the Hindu trinity Brahma, Visnu and
Siva, and the Sun and Moon, corresponding respectively to the most popular Jain saints
Rsabha, Parévanatha, Mahavira, Santinatha, and Neminatha. Importantly, the principle
of Sr1 therefore already seems to acquire her hall-mark propensity to shift partners or
split herself up.

Let me briefly illustrate these points. Thus, the third verse addresses
Visnu/Parévanatha, as the supreme being who has Sri at their side ($ri-parsvah). They both
bear the mark of $ri-vatsa “favorite of Sr1” on their chest and are praised because of the
greatness of their widespread fame and compassion. They are evoked to spread forth
great Splendor (sriyam atanvim). The fourth verse addresses Siva/Mahavira, who, followed
by his female consort Siva/Good Fortune (sivanuyato) is endowed with playful/flashing
power (vilasad-vibhiitih). They are famous for taking away the pride of Kama (darpaka-
darpa-hari). Moreover, with their white/radiant appearance (subhra-sthitir) they are also
credited, respectively, with destroying the “movement” of the blind demon Andhaka
(andhaka-ara) and destroying (mental) darkness or ignorance (andha-kara, “blind-
maker”). The fifth verse addresses the splendid Santinatha or peaceful Sun (bhasvan
sasantih), who are credited with the power to spread right knowledge/awakening
(samyak-prabodha-prathana-prabhisnur). They are evoked to appease the wicked (Samayatv
aghani). They indeed both produce a waking up, the Sun literally from sleep, and
Santinatha a metaphorical awaking from ignorance. Finally, the ‘last’ verse is about the
Moon/Neminatha. Endowed with great light (maha-maha), he has eclipsed or destroyed
the mass of darkness/ignorance (dhvasta-tamas-samiithah). They are evoked to remain
there for the sake of Splendor (sriye stat).

Thematically speaking these verses can be said to introduce the poem’s central guiding
motif, namely that reality appears to express itself into a perpetual oscillation between
‘light” and ‘dark’ principles, forces, modes or states: seeing and blindness, wisdom and
ignorance, purification and pollution, waking and sleeping, fortune and misfortune,
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remembering and forgetting, etc.” This natural but somewhat mysterious interplay is
effected through the supposedly dark force called Time, kala, which is not yet explicitly
introduced here. But it will play an important role as the invisible, all-pervasive force that
manages to trick people into ignorance and sleepiness, when wakefulness is most needed,
as explained in chapter three.

The point worth emphasizing here is that these verses are not really meant to praise
the Hindu gods and Jain ford-makers as divine principles worth evoking or worshipping
to attain liberation ($iva) or brilliant fortune (sri) - the recurrent point in these verses. I
suggest that there’s a purposeful switch in tone, or at least in perspective, between these
verses and the enclosing first and seventh verse. Moreover, through the poetic embrace
of $lesa, both the Hindu deities and Jain ford-makers are subjected to the atheistic
metaphysical position of the Jain tradition. Nayacandra might be playing upon the fact
that in both traditions they are nevertheless popular objects of devotion and praise,
perhaps not unlike historical heroes like Hammira, and others.* Worship (bhakti) should
be truly reserved for the ever moving, shimmering and tranquillizing flow of Sarasvat,
the topic of the ‘concluding’ verse 1.7, to which I turn now. As often in Sanskrit poetry,
the verse plays upon the dual meaning of SarasvatT as the personification of poetry and
the sacred river from Vedic literature.

lasat-kavi-stoma-krtoru-bhaktir naltka-sampat-subhagam-bhavisnuh |
sva-darsanena tri-jagat-punand sarasvati no nayatat prasattim [7||

- SarasvatT as Poetic Speech-

With her widespread worship (bhakti)
accomplished by the praises of playful poets
she becomes beautiful

through a correspondence (sampad) that is true.
By showing herself

she purifies the triple world:

let Sarasvati lead us

to tranquility.

- Sarasvatl as sacred river -

* This oscillation aligns with natural phenomena, like the rising and setting of the sun, the waxing
and waning of the moon, the water in streams and lotus-ponds, fated to dry up in the hot season, and be
replenished with the monsoon rains. As we will see, occasionally, these ‘bright’ and ‘dark’ principles-forces-
modes conflate, mix up, get inverted, as I explain in chapter three. I will suggest that throughout HMK the
reader is meant to grasp the intricate relation between ‘dark’ Time (kala) and ‘brilliant’ Fortune (ri).

%6 In his play Rambhamafijari, 1.6, Nayacandra also makes fun of the traditional gods when evoking
them, saying that they only deceive us: only Kamadeva rules this world.
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With her wide streaks (bhakti)

created by the flocks of frolicking water birds

she becomes beautiful

through her correspondence (sampad) with the lotus flowers.
By showing herself

she purifies the triple world:

let Sarasvati lead us

to tranquility.

I think the beauty and difficulty of this verse lies in filling in what is meant by the sampad
or ‘correspondence’ between Sarasvati as the sacred river and poetic speech, by the
‘playful’ or shining poet (lasat-kavi) and the frolicking or shining ‘water-bird’ (lasat-ka-
vi).” The multivalent word sampad literally denotes the ‘falling together’ and indicates the
fulfillment or perfect result or realization of a preceding process.* Again, like the imagery
of the first verse, this word has clear Upanisadic connotations. It is used, among other
things, to denote the ultimate completion of one’s past actions, the ultimate “destiny”
(gati) of things, which eventually takes place when one realizes the sampad or
“correspondence” between the self (atman) and ultimate reality (brahman.)® Again,
Nayacandra deliberately bends his employment of Upanisadic vocabulary to meet his own
poetic ends. We are invited to explore what exactly ‘falls together’ in this verse.

The idea, or image conjured, is somewhat paradoxical and confusing, and this might
be the point. This is also reflected in the commentary. Unfortunately, the commentator
thus skips over the term sampad, or rather, replaces it by the word [lila “play”. We may
wonder whether the commentator had a manuscript with this variant, or whether he
tries to cover up his own struggle with the first line of the verse. In any case, the choice

¥ In the verse I chose to translate lasat here as “playful” and “frolicking”, instead of something like
“shining” or “brilliant”, another common meaning of the word. The root las, with or without the intensifying
prefix vi, is on the one hand used to express the shining appearance of things and people, a “shining forth”,
and on the other hand refers to playful movement. It is worth reflecting on the shared semantic space. The
root las denotes a glittering, flickering, or flashing, namely a movement of light, which strikes the observer
as ‘play’, which is why we speak of the play of waves or light, as observed, for example, in the glittering
appearance of water. Things that are lasat or vi-lasat are flashing, active, playing, like the vibhiiti of Siva, his
“power” or the sacred white ash on his body, described in verse 1.4 as vilasat. The sense of playfulness is
especially foregrounded in this verbal root’s derivative noun vilasa, which denotes the playful gestures of
women, their coquetry, but also more generally comprises the playful activity of kings. We will soon
encounter vildsa in this sense, in 1.9, as an essential attribute of kingship’s brilliance (rajya-sri).

% I'm indebted to the detailed discussion of sampad in Bodewitz 2003, who explains its wide range of
meanings, tracing its used from Vedic literature to texts like Kautilya’s Arthasastra.

% Bodewitz 2003: 255. See also Shulman 2012: 127-129, who connects it to the process of poetic
imagination, a “linkage wrought by and in the mind” (p. 129).
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for lila is significant, because it fits well with the general image of Sarasvatt who becomes
beautiful through activity that is playful. Moreover, the concept of lila, with its
connotation of creative ‘divine play’ in Hindu thought, also suits well the general
religious-philosophical and meta-poetic atmosphere of the prologue. Furthermore, the
sound of [lila rings well with the preceding nalika. Taken together, the commentator thus
explains how SarasvatT, the river, becomes beautiful through the lilg, the play or ‘graceful
movements’ of the lotus flowers (naltka-lila).® As Poetry embodied, she becomes beautiful
by lila or play that is genuine, not false (na-alika-lila).

The verse itself, however, has sampad, and not lila." Let me therefore try to take
seriously the notion of sampad “falling together”, which may be likewise indicative of the
transformative power inherent to the concept of play (lila). Importantly, the notion of
sampad indicates the successful completion or fulfilment of a preceding process.” We may
take this verse to literally express the perfect culmination of an auditive and cognitive
process which took off in the first verse. All the poetic imagery of the preceding verses
seems to purposefully come together in this verse. The cumulative process, involving the
many manifestations of StT’s energizing Splendor, reaches its peak in the first line of this
verse. This process, Poetry’s becoming beautiful, literally comes to rest in the last line,
suggesting that it is the bhakti “worship” of Sarasvati - and not of the preceding male
‘deities’ - which truly leads us to tranquility (no nayatat prasattim). The syntax, imagery
and semantic choices in this verse purposefully mimic that of the preceding verses, but
they all come out stronger and more truthful.”

0 1f Sarasvati, as river, becomes beautiful through the play of the lotuses (nalika-lild) we can
understand the play of the lotuses, their lilg, in the word’s original sense as a slow, gracious back-and-forth
movement, After all, the poet invites us to see the connection between the beauty or play (Ifla) of the lotuses
and the image preceding it. The lotuses must be moving because of the movement of the water, created by
the wide streaks (uru-bhakti) of the frolicking water-birds (lasat-ka-vi). Or perhaps rather, the lotuses appear
to play in the sense of imitating (another common meaning of lila) the frolicking movements of the water
birds.

‘1 The manuscripts I know of do not have the lila variant. We can assume with certainty that
Nayacandra had used the word sampad. In the prologue of his guru Jayasimha Stri’s Kumarapalabhapalacarita,
on which his own prologue is modeled, thus also has this conspicuous word, in verse 1.12 “preritas tad-guna-
grama-ramaniyaka-sampada” (“1 was impelled by the pleasurable ‘perfection’ of the assemblage of his
virtues.”) I explain the influence of this poem on Nayacandra’s work in the next section.

2 Bodewitz (2003: 257) explains that sampad in its most general sense means “(full) growth, successful
close of an activity, (perfect or successful) the conclusion of a process or activity, culmination of a
development, ultimate result/effect/gain/success, outcome, final product.”

3 Thus, the last pada “let SarasvatT lead us to tranquility” (sarasvati no nayatat prasattim) purposefully
resonates with the last padas from the preceding verse, where we for example hear (1.2) “let Brahma/Rsabha
hurry up to make you reach liberation” (sa nabhibhiir vas tvaratam $ivaya) and (1.3) “let Visnu/Sri-Parévah
spread out his great Splendor for you (Sri-parsvah Sriyam vas tanutad atanvim). Also, whereas the
Sun/Santinatha (1.5) becomes beautiful (subhagam-bhavisnuh) through a splendor that has the power to
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Unlike the previous verses, which similarly exploit the correspondence between the
Hindu gods and Jain ‘ford-makers’ (tirthankara), there may be something more genuine
about the ‘falling together’ (sam-pad) of Sarasvati, as river and poetry. They share
something that is not false or pretended (na-alika). This impression may also be reinforced
by the fact that the second line, unlike in the preceding verses, doesn’t require the
punning device of slesa to suggest similarity. Thanks to the work of Yigal Bronner we
know that slesa is not just used for the sake of word play, it is “not an end in itself, but a
poetic device subordinate to concerns of plot and characterization.” Although the
complexity of Slesa indeed reaches its peak in the first line of this difficult verse, in the
second line the ambiguity smooths itself out in two simple verse feet without equivocal
imagery. At last Sarasvati shows herself - clearly (but temporarily) - as a placid stream, to
bring us tranquility.

The point may be that, in the poet’s vision, the shared properties of Sarasvati’s
purifying and tranquillizing flow, as river and poetry, may be truly similar. To begin with,
the shared purifying power depends on SarasvatT’s liquid quality, which is preserved in
her name itself: she is the one who is endowed with water, (saras-vati), with that which
flows. Poetic speech too is said to flow and purify, bring mental clarity, and produce rasa,
the tasty ‘sap’ of aesthetic experience. For example, in his epilogue Nayacandra speaks of
how “the speech of wise men flows forth from or through the playful gestures of
Sarasvati” (vani vani-vilasat prasarati vidusam 14.40). The similarity between the river flow
and poetic flow not only depends on its liquidity, but also on the way they flow, and why
they are or become beautiful. This may be the all-important point in these verses. Rivers
don’t flow in a straight line, they meander, flow in bends, just like poetic speech is
distinguished from everyday speech because it is vakra, “bended, curved, twisted”. Poetic
speech is crooked, playful speech (vakrokti), which deliberately avoids straightforward
explicitness. It thrives on playful ambiguity, paradox, ironies and ambivalences, making
the familiar unfamiliar through ways of indirection, disguising meaning. All this
ambiguity and the creative manipulation of language potentially evoke a deeper
understanding of reality than would be possible through ordinary, direct speech.

Taken together, as one cumulative process, these seven verses thus make an intriguing
meta-poetic statement.* To put it most simply, the concluding verse implicitly but

spread forth the right awakening (samyak-prabodhana-prathana-prabhisnur), Sarasvati becomes beautiful
through a ‘correspondence’ (sampad) that is true (nalika-sampat-subhabam-bhavisnuh).

* Bronner 2010: 102.

5 This idea is very much inspired by the conclusion to the section ‘the disguise of language’ in
Bronner’s study of slesa (2010: 88-9).

16 Cf, also Ingalls (1968: 34) about the “cumulative flow” of the opening verses of Kumdrasambhava:
“Each verse furnishes a separate and complete thought, employs distinct images and usually a distinct figure
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powerfully suggests that it is poetry’s beauty that truly awakens us - or awakens us to the
beauty and complexity of reality. Unlike the space occupied by the Hindu and Jain ‘deities’
who don’t intervene in the ordinary world - from a Jain perspective - poetic speech truly
pervades the triple world (tri-jagat), that is, the whole universe.” It is Poetry’s playful flow
that may provide the ‘real’ tirtha or fording place to purify the self.*

The message implicit in the seven opening verses might be something like this. May
you or they evoke the Hindu gods and Jain ‘ford-makers’ to bring about the Splendor of
liberation (Siva-sri). But let us (rather) ‘sit near’ (updsmahe) or attentively listen to the
playful mechanisms of Sarasvati. What she accomplishes or fulfills (sampad) through her
play (lila) is true, genuine, not false. Poetry of course also operates through tricks and
deceit (chala).® The words of poets may even trick the clever (chekila) as Nayacandra puts
it in the prologue of his play Rambhamarijari.* But at least the experience of poetry’s flow,
with its whirls and bends, may truly activate the all-important principle of Sri, which may
be lying dormant in our selves. The verse implies that Poetic Speech alone or truly enables
the kind of transformation associated with the waking powers of Siva, the Sun, etc.
because it calls for a special kind of attention and engagement.

There is probably much more that this Sarasvati verse evokes through the multivalent
concept of sampad. For example, the verse may be playing with the paradoxical idea of
bhakti, which, in the words of Shulman, is the kind of love which is experienced as a mode
of separation (viraha), a tragic but beautiful “separation-in-union” with a divinity.” In this
verse too Sarasvatl's becoming beautiful or loved (subhagam) is presented in similar,
paradoxical imagery, through the poetic device of slesa. Thus, while moving through
SarasvatT’s waters, the ‘frolicking water-birds’ (lasat-kavi) - or the poets - create ripples in

of speech from its neighbors. And yet there is a cumulative flow to these verses, in effect not unlike the
opening of a symphony.”

7 David Kinsley (1988: 192) in discussing the significance of the sacred river in Indian culture - the
Ganges and her earlier Vedic equivalent Sarasvati - observes how she represents a “liquid axis mundi, a
pathway connecting all spheres of reality, a presence at which or in which one may cross over to another
sphere of the cosmos, ascend to heavenly worlds, or transcend human limitations.” Poets and theoreticians
of poetry typically award Sarasvati with this transporting and transformative power, which they call
extraordinary (a-laukika), and superior to the experience of ordinary reality.

8 Bronner (2010: 154) has discussed a more explicit rendering of this view in Kavirdja's
Raghavapandaviya, where the poet speaks of his endeavour as a “sacred pool of poetry that removes all
stains”, in which the wise should “plunge with joy”.

* See also Phyllis Granoff’s article (2014) on Bilhana’s play Karnasundari, where she stresses the
extraordinary world of theater as “a display of illusions, tricks meant to deceive (kapata) but at the same
time, it is also poetry, which has the power to reveal to us what is ultimately true” (p. 545).

%0 The Prakrit verse 1.12 makes it humorously explicit that the words of poets, like the breasts of
women, deceive the clever ones (chailla) (Poddar 1976, p. 16-17). Nayacandra’s epic on Hammira and his play
on Jayacandra are clearly composed in a similar vain.

*! Shulman 1985: 41.
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her stream, and break its tranquil, placid surface. This is the poet’s way of showing his
devotion (bhakti) to Sarasvati. The verse indeed suggests that SarasvatT’s waters become
beautiful through these wide lines, irregularities, breaks (uru-bhakti, the commentary
glosses it as vi-cchitti, “fracture”, “cutting off”, “separation”). Paradoxically, these
ruptures in her waters ultimately generate a purifying experience of mental clarity and
calmness (prasattim). The verse may be suggesting that in and through SarasvatT’s flow
the paradoxical experience of bhakti can truly exist, because in poetry, images or
experiences of separation and union can ‘truly fall together’ (nalika-sampad).

1.4 Crossing the ocean, playing in the sky: intertextual games

When moving from the verse about Sarasvati to the introduction of Hammira in verse 1.8,
we may not really experience a break. The author (temporarily) abandons the use of word
puns (slesa) but the ambiguity takes on new forms. Moreover, the thematic elements of
splendor ($ri), delusion (moha), playfulness, and purification continue. In other words, the
cumulative effect of HMK’s monumental ‘benediction’ goes on in the next verses. Every
individual verse introduces something new, while reinforcing the imagery of what
precedes. Sometimes there’s a clear twist, as in the turn from 1.8 to 1.9, where we get the
purposeful repetition of Hammira’s exemplary goodness or luminous courage (sattva),
followed by the conspicuous word kila “as they say”. This small but significant word
reinforces the ambiguity of the all-important thematic question in verse 1.9 about
Hammira’s relationship to Sri, whether he values her or not. The word kila repeats itself
in the next verse to again undermine the idea of what is literally said. We could view a
somewhat ironic “as they say” as a defining characteristic of Nayacandra’s poetic project
as a whole. HMK clearly reads as a playful, creative engagement with tradition, both with
the Sanskrit poets of old and with how the story of Hammira was told in his time.
Let us start with a quick reading of verses 1.8 to 1.13, which clearly form a new unity.

Like the great kings Mandhatr, Sita’s husband and Kanka
how many have there not been on this earth?
But in the age of Kali,”? king Hammira alone

521 choose to translate the variant from the (older) manuscript K, which has kalau, “in the kaliyuga”,
instead of tesu “among these”, The commentary also has tesu, but also makes explicit that in the last line is
meant kaliyugdtpannah “risen in the kaliyuga”. An undated and incomplete manuscript I obtained in Jodhpur
also has kalau. The temporal framing, as I explain below, is indeed of some significance.
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is worthy of praise because of the quality of goodness (sattva). (1.8)*

He lived only by virtue of his goodness, as they say (kila).

So when he did not give away his daughter and those refugees to the Saka,
were his life and even the playful charms

of Royal Splendor (rdjya-sriyo) of any value to him? (1.9)**

It is therefore that [ want to tell just a little

about his life story, out of a desire to purify the warrior class.

I was nudged, as they say (kila), by the heaviness of this and that quality of him,
after they plunged deeply into the root of my ear. (1.10)*

How huge is this gap between the good and great deeds

of this king and this tiny intellect of mine?

[ am a fool therefore, who out of extreme delusion

wishes to cross the great ocean with only one hand. (1.11)

Yet, by the grace of my guru I have the power

to turn his life into a eulogy (stavanam).

Isn’t it so that the antelope, due to his affectionate bond
with the moon’s lap, can gracefully play in the sky? (1.12)”

That king Hammira became the gem

on the crest of the brilliant Chauhan dynasty.

I will tell, from the beginning and according to history (aitihyato)
about his rise, which generated joy and frivolity. (1.13)%

A quick reading of these verses would support the widely held idea that HMK’s author is

out to tell a glorious story about exemplary rulers, an unambiguous eulogy (stavanam,

1.12) about Hammira, who is emphatically introduced as the only (eka) praiseworthy king
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53 mandhatr-sita-pati-karka-mukhyah ksitau ksitindrah kati nama nasan |
kalau stavarhah param esa sattva-gunena hammira-mahi-bhrd ekah ||1.8]|
5 sattvaika-vrtteh kila yasya rajya-$riyo vilasa api jivitam ca |

$akaya putrim $aranagatams caprayacchatah kim trnam apy abhivan ||1.9)|
55 ato ‘sya kificic caritam pravaktum icchami rajanya-puptsayaham |
tadiya-tat-tad-guna-gauravena vigahya nunnah kila karna-jaham ||1.10]|

% kvaitasya rajiah sumahac caritram kvaisa punar me dhisananuriipa |
tato ‘ti-mohad bhujayaikayaiva mugdhas titirsami maha-samudram |[1.11]|
57 guru-prasadad yadi vasmi $aktas tadiya-vrtta-stavanam vidhatum |
sudha-karétsanga-saranga-yogan mrgo na khe khelati kim sakhelam ||1.12||
% §ri-cahamananvaya-mauli-maulir babhiiva hammira-naradhipas tat |
aitihyato vacmi pura tadiyam utpattim utpadita-harsa-helam ||1.13||



of the present, degenerate age of kali. He is indeed presented as the very epitome of sattva,
that quality (guna) signifying everything that is good, pure, illustrious, bright,
courageous.” The praise about Hammira’s greatness continues up to the point we reach
the (temporary) conclusion that he was - or perhaps rather was remembered as - the
greatest ruler of the illustrious (sri) Chauhan dynasty ($ri-cahamandnvaya, 1.13). On the
surface, these verses thus continue the line of thought of the preceding benedictive
verses. Like the Hindu deities and Jain ford-makers are credited with dispelling darkness
and ignorance, the poet now evokes the sattvic Hammira, another bright ideal whose
famous story has the potential to illuminate us and bring us purification. Nayacandra
indeed makes explicit that he wants to tell Hammira’s exceptional story out of a desire to
purify the royal class (rdjanya-pupisayd, 1.9). This class of people - we are invited to
assume - is generally not so virtuous, or pure, and therefore in need of purification.

Before looking a bit closer to the intertextual make-up of these verses, it is worth
noting that this eulogistic tone of course continues in the rest of the introduction. We
first get a short exposition on the ancient solar origin of the Chauhan dynasty (1.14-1.25),
after which we reach another (temporary) conclusion in verse 1.26.

In this dynasty there were born many kings,
endowed with a mass of bursting valor,

who scared away their burden of sin
through their pure and wonderful deeds
when combining the three ends of man.®

Here we read that many Chauhan kings were so perfect and pure in harmoniously
combining the three ends of man (trivarga-samsarga) - pleasure (kama), power/wealth
(artha) and religious-moral duties (dharma) - that they managed to ‘scare away’ the
burden of sin (papa-bharah) that naturally accrues to the self, especially in the profession
of kingship.® Nayacandra thus ends his introduction by presenting a hopeful flash-

 Although sattva means most generally “goodness (of conduct, being)”, here it clearly derives its
meaning from its position in the three quality (trigunas) theory of Sankhya philosophy, according to which
everything and everyone is constituted of the qualities of sattva, rajas (“passion”, typically associated with
energy, virility) and tamas (“darkness”, associated with delusion). Hammira, supposedly, is the hero who
mostly consists of the luminous quality of sattva.

% tasmin sphurad-vikrama-cakravala vam$e babhiivur bahavo nrpalah |

trivarga-samsarga-pavitra-citra-caritra-vitrasita-papa-bharah [|1.26||

¢ For an insightful discussion of the purusarthas, see Malamoud 1981. I will occasionally come back to
the significance of the purusartha framework - or the trivarga, “the group of three”- as a meaningful
interpretative framework. Ultimately Nayacandra’s poem of Hammira - like many great works of literature
- is not just about an individual character (historical or fictional) but about the tragedy (and comedy) of
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forward to the Chauhan past: the history of this illustrious dynasty and their ideal kings
will be a story of perfection. And as he explained in verse 1.13, he will tell the glorious
story of Hammira as the pinnacle of the illustrious ($r7) Chauhan dynasty from the very
beginning (purd) and supposedly according to remembered history, “how it was”
(aitihyato),” reassuring the reader that this will be a story about a rise (utpatti), which
brought forth joy and frivolous fun (utpadita-harsa-helam).

There is clearly something weird about this framing. How indeed, can Hammira’s story
be a story of a rise (utpatti, or the udaya of the opening verse), with a generative force
(utpadita)? The inflated heroic rhetoric might be somewhat ‘see-through’. The audience
knows that Hammira’s tragic story will not and cannot be a story about the rise (utpatti)
of the Chauhan dynasty. Indeed, the extravagant, hyperbolic praise and tone of these
verses contrasts sharply with what the audience knows about the fate of that other well-
known tragic Chauhan ruler, Prthviraja, Hammira’s infamous predecessor who was
clearly remembered at the time as an example of bad ‘sleepy’ kingship.© Put differently,
in the fifteenth century, when Nayacandra composed his poem, the history of the
Chauhans of Ranthambhor (Hammira) and Ajmer (Prthviraja) was not imagined as a story
of upward movement (ut-patti, udaya, ut-padita) and harmony, balance and fortune (sam-
sarga, sam-pad). It was a story of downfall, destruction, collapse, unbalance, separation (vi-
ndsa, vi-patti, vi-sama, a-pad, etc.). I will highlight in the next chapters that these are indeed
the structuring motifs throughout the poem, which nevertheless remain in a constant
tension with the eulogistic format and rhetoric of the poem.

[ want to suggest that this tension can already be felt in these opening verses. There
are indeed several elements, or clues, which betray not only the hollowness of the inflated
rhetoric but reveal the author’s concern with questioning the ideal Hammira is supposed
to represent. Again, like in the preceding seven verses we need to read slowly and pay
close attention to the words chosen and tone created. Only then it becomes possible to
see through the fragile (and illusory) nature of the ideal.

First, the surface ‘truth value’ of these verses gets undermined by the deep intertextual
make-up of the whole introduction. An audience familiar with the Sanskrit literary
tradition would immediately hear how the whole prologue is modeled on what Lawrence

being human, about the difficulty or de facto impossibility of navigating harmoniously (sam-sarga), in
balance, through the different spheres of human endeavor.

52 On various uses of aitihya, as “history”, see Rao et. al. Textures of Time (2001), where it is observed
(p.93) that aitihya may be taken as “a remembered past that has features of singularity, localisation, causal
sequence, and authoritative transmission.”

8 See my discussion of Prthviraja’s story in chapter two (2.2 “Falling Asleep”), as well as my more
contextualized discussion of this episode in chapter five (5.7 “Playing with memories”) where I highlight
Nayacandra’s concern with mixing and inverting historical memories and narrative templates.
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McCrea has called the tradition of “patron-centered court epic”, Sanskrit poems where
the poet’s patron figures as the protagonist of the poem.* In this sub-genre of the Sanskrit
court epic (mahakavya) poets link their patron’s dynasty to the mythological solar and
lunar dynasties in story lines that revolve around - as the titles of the poem often
suggests- their rise (abhyudaya) to success, their romantic and royal adventures (vildsas)
or heroic victories (vijaya). Nayacandra’s epic shares these thematic features, clearly
adopting or playfully mimicking the style of the patron-centered epic, even though the
subject is clearly not the poet’s patron. I would argue that Nayacandra’s HMK has a
parodic relation to this sub-genre of mahakavya, which suddenly rises in popularity in the
beginning of the eleventh century, and according to McCrea extended “at least into the
thirteenth”.® This tradition, indeed, remains yet to be studied more systematically as a
whole, in relation to the dramatic shifts in power with the emergence of the Delhi
Sultanate, and its decline in the fifteenth century when we see a new resurgence of
patron-centered historical poetry.

The point I want to emphasize here is that Nayacandra was well familiar with this
tradition, of which Bana’s seventh-century Harsacarita and Bilhana’s eleventh-century
Vikramankadevacarita constitute the best-known, influential and most-studied examples.
Moreover, in the year 1365, Nayacandra himself, as a young disciple (muni), had made the
first copy of the historical poem Kumarapalabhupalacarita about the Jain Chaulukya king
Kumarapala (r. 1143 - 1172 CE), composed by his guru Jayasimha Stri.* This poem could
be placed more generally in a growing narrative, poetic, and devotional tradition
surrounding king Kumarapala and the later minister-patron Vastupala at the early
thirteenth-century Chaulukya-Vaghela court in modern Gujarat. Curiously, nearly all of
the first twenty verses of Nayacandra’s poem on the Chauhans allude to this poem about
the Chaulukya king. But the tone is strikingly different.

For example, his guru Jayasimha Siiri thus introduces Kumarapala as the foremost
among kings, according to fact (vastu-tas, 1.11), because of his glory which was like the
moon among the stars. In Nayacandra’s poem, by contrast, the introduction of the subject
is followed by a verse which qualifies the attributed quality of goodness (sattva) with a
particle of doubt: kila, “so it is said”. I return to this point soon. Jayasimha Siiri’s speaks
about how he wants to tell Kumarapala’s life story “out of a desire to purify oneself” (sva-
puptsayd, 1.12), whereas Nayacandra wants to purify the warrior class (rajanya-purpisayd,
1.9). So when Nayacandra says that by the grace of his guru (guru-prasadad, 1.12) he is able

% In McCrea 2010.

% McCrea 2010: 506.

seSee the Hindi preface in the edition of Jinavijaya 1993 [1968]: 26. In the epilogue of HMK Nayacandra
praises his guru (14.23), and also mentions him as the author of a poem on king Kumara(pala) (14.24). The
text is edited by Ksantivijaya Gani 1926, from which the Sanskrit text is quoted in this chapter.
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to compose a praise poem (stavanam) about Hammira, he is both alluding to what
Jayasimha Siri said himself in 1.14 , but also literally saying the truth.” It is indeed
Nayacandra’s great familiarity with this tradition of poetry, ‘taught to him by his guru’,
that allows Nayacandra to put Hammira’s story in the frame work of a eulogistic
biography.® But it looks almost like a parody. Even though Nayacandra frames Hammira’s
story by adopting almost the same turns of phrases from the biography of Kumarapala -
and makes the praises come out even more splendid - his verses do not express the
message itself with the ‘certainty’ from the adopted model.

More can be said about the way Nayacandra playfully inflates the heroic rhetoric. The
tradition of patron-centered epic had its own models, most importantly perhaps the work
of Kalidasa, and especially his Raghuvamsa, which was the kavya classic on kingship. By
adopting this model, we could say that poets put their historical heroes and their dynasty
on pair with the illustrious Raghu dynasty, which brought forth heroes like Rama. It is
thus partly in accordance with the tradition of historical biography (carita) that in verse
1.10 and 1.11 Nayacandra alludes to two of Raghuvamsa’s introductory verses, and in 1.12
he alludes to a verse from Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava, another important intertext as I
show in the next chapter.

Importantly, Nayacandra doesn’t just emulate Kalidasa’s imagery, but deliberately
intensifies it, making the heroic rhetoric come out even more strongly. Thus, Kalidasa
famously proclaimed that he composed his poem on the Raghu dynasty because he was
“driven to rashness on account of their qualities when they reached his ear” (tad-gunaih
karnam agatya capalaya pracoditah).® Nayacandra intensifies this imagery by speaking how
he was impelled or nudged (nunnah) by the heaviness (gauravena) relating to this and that
quality (tat-tat-guna), after they plunged deeply (vigahya) into the root of his hear (karna-
jaham). In the next verse Nayacandra similarly intensifies the imagery from yet another
introductory verse from Raghuvamsa. Whereas Kalidasa underlines the rashness of his
effort by comparing himself to a fool who out of delusion wishes to cross the ocean with
a raft (mohad udupendsmi sagaram),” Nayacandra says he’s like a fool who out of utmost
delusion (ati-mohad) wishes to cross the great ocean (maha-samudram) with only one hand
(bhujaydikaydiva). In the following verse, he doubles the alliterating word-play he

7 Thus, Nayacandra’s verse 1.12 almost ‘plagiarizes’ verse 1.14 in the poem from his guru: guru-
prasadad iSyate yadva tad-vrtta-varnane | kurangah kim vidhitsanga -sangatah khe na khelati [[14]|. This extreme
borrowing happens in nearly all Nayacandra’s verses from the prologue. But he gives these verses a new
twist, playfully and creatively.

% Accordingly, the origin myth of the Chauhan dynasty too is fashioned in the same style as the
Chaulukya myth.

% Raghuvamsa, 1.9, quoted from edition of Kale 2014 (reprint).

7 Raghuvamsa 1.2, (ibid.)
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borrowed from a verse in Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava. Whereas Kalidasa has khe khelati “he
plays in the sky”, Nayacandra has na khe khelati kim sa-khelam “doesn’t he play playfully in
the sky?”.»

[ want to suggest that these intertextual nods to Kalidasa and the more general
modelling on the patron-centered epic direct the attention from the poem’s heroic
subject to that of the form. The general effect of the introduction is intertextual. We hear
a skillful poet who is playing intertextual games by ‘crossing oceans’ and ‘playing in the
sky’. Put differently, one not only hears the introduction of Hammira and the ancient
Chauhan origins, but one hears playful nods to Kalidasa or the tradition of patron-
centered poetry. It is the (proud) recognition of the intertext that draws the attention.”
His poem is not only about Hammira, but about poetry itself. The emulation of the
rhetoric of patron-centered epic might border on being a parody. I believe this is
especially evident in the prologue, epilogue, and the eighth canto (discussed in 1.4).
Nayacandra deliberately exploits the incongruity between the adopted eulogistic format
of the patron-centered carita and the tragic content of his poem. There’s something odd
about presenting Hammira’s story in the traditional frame of a carita, which is typically
concerned with describing the protagonist’s rise to success, his acquisition or
consolidation of Fortune ($r7), and to present the protagonist and his royal family, in the
words of Daud Alj, “as beacons of virtue in dark times”.”

The potentially parodic effect does not depend on ridiculing earlier poets and their
poetic imagery, but in exposing the mechanisms of and contradictions within the
eulogistic carita genre itself.” This, however, may have been an integral part of the
tradition of historical poetry itself, as for example shown in recent close readings of
Bilhana’s seminal epic by Yigal Bronner and Lawrence McCrea.” They show how this work
is characterized by what Bronner calls a ‘poetics of ambivalence’. It is ‘poetry beyond good
and evil’ in the words of McCrea, who explains that

Bilhana not infrequently evinces a dark and altogether cynical vision of the nature of politics and
of royal power which stands in profound tension with the ostensibly panegyric orientation of his
work, and of patron-centered mahakavya more generally. This emerges most clearly in Bilhana’s

"t Kumarasambhava, 7.49, in edition of Kale 1981 (reprint). Jayasimha Stiri’s Kumarapalabhipalacarita
also has this allusion with the single alliteration khe na khelati, 1.14.

721 owe this view to my reading sessions with Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao, who would immediately and
proudly point out that “This is Bilhana, this is Kalidasa, Magha, etc.”

73 Ali 2012: 90.

7 This becomes clear in the eighth canto, as explained in the third section of this chapter.

7 Bronner 2010 and McCrea 2010.
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own remarks on the nature and importance of poetry, and specifically of royal panegyric—a topic
to which he devotes considerable attention, in both the opening and closing sections of his poem.”

I will show that HMK is driven by a similar profound tension between eulogistic format
and tragic content. But his ‘critical’ and subversive treatment of Hammira’s story will go
far beyond the poetics of ambivalence discussed by Bronner and McCrea. Nayacandra’s
poem, indeed, is not a patron-centered epic. He will make it clear in his epilogue that he
chose his topic willingly, with pleasure (kamam, 14.26), nudged in a dream (svapna-nunnena)
by the king himself - probably a nod to the tradition of patron-centered poetry itself.”
This may explain why Nayacandra’s poem is similarly dark in its presentation of kingship,
but not really cynical in tone or mood. In the sections that follow I will show how we can
sense our poet’s critical stance toward the heroic subject he intends (or playfully
pretends) to glorify as the most praiseworthy king of the present dark age of Kali.

1.5 Kali’s dice game

Apart from the somewhat incongruous modelling on the patron-centered epic, the tragic
nature of Hammira’s story can already be felt in the first two introductory verses.
Nayacandra purposefully situates his exemplarity in the temporal framework of
successive time eras (yuga) and its degenerative logic. Hammira, supposedly, is the only
king worthy of praise in the present, last and worst age: the dark kaliyuga, the age of Kali.
He is put in line with the tragic ‘ideals’ from former eras: Mandhatr, Rama and
Yudhisthira.

There is however an underlying irony by putting Hammira next in line to the
“foremost” (mukhyah) kings of the former eras. Thus, conspicuously, Nayacandra chose
to refer to Yudhisthira - the deeply flawed hero of the Mahabharata who gambled away
his kingdom - as Karika. This is the ‘false’ name he adopted when spending the last year
of exile incognito, quite ironically disguised as a master of dice and advisor to king Virata.
By referring to the righteous king Yudhisthira under his ‘disguised” gambler name Kanka
Nayacandra seems to adopt the Mahabharata’s parodic dig at itself in the much-debated
Virataparvan (book four), where the Pandava brothers have to undergo all kinds of
humiliations. Moreover, the tragic, apocalyptic outcome of the Mahabhdrata war is

7 McCrea 2010: 506.
771 discuss this verse at length in chapter five, section 5.6 “Nayacandra’s dream-vision”.
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generally said to be the start of the kaliyuga.” The word kali, often translated as ‘conflict,
strife’, is typically presented as the demonic, dark spirit of the present age, also in HMK.”
In the story of Nala and Damayanti - the famous sub story told in the Mahabhdrata to
Yudhisthira himself to console him and mitigate the personal tragedy of his dice game-
the demonic spirit of Kali is said to have entered Nala by entering the dice.*

To understand the playful and tragic conception of time, it is worth noting that in the
puranic framework of the four successive yugas each era represents the number of a throw
in the dice game. The first krta “accomplished” era thus represents the winning throw,
showing four dots, the treta and literally “third” age is the dice with three dots, the
dvapara or “second” age is the dice showing two dots, and finally the age of kali is the
losing throw, showing one dot. This diminishing, counting-down logic runs parallel with
a general decline of moral order (dharma).®* The present dark age of Kali is therefore
imagined quite literally to roll forth from the losing throw of the deeply flawed ruler of
the previous era. From this temporal perspective, Hammira’s story about the hero of the
kaliyuga, can be said to issue forth from Yudhisthira’s tragedy and dice game. And taking
in account the degenerative logic of time - the former age is always better - we might
suspect that Hammira’s story will be more tragic than that of the gambler
Kanka/Yudhisthira, the tragic ideal of the former age.

[ will highlight in the next chapters how HMK is indeed full of Mahabharata parallels,
including a significant reference to the fatal outcome of the dice game, making the
Pandava brothers become an object of ridicule (vidambanam, 8.104). In some sense the
opening verse can be said to literally ‘count down’ the yugas. The verse ends perhaps not
coincidentally with the number one (eka), the losing throw, the number of the kaliyuga.
The poem will be about hammira-mahibhrd ekah, “king Hammira, the one”. Might the
Chauhan king be symbolic of the losing dice, representing Kali?=

Although this reading might seem far-fetched, Mahabharata parallels connected to
Kali’s demonic force and the play imagery of dicing or gambling occur at crucial points in
the chapters about Hammira’s tragedy, as we will see in chapter four. Even though no real
dicing match takes place, I will suggest that Nayacandra in fact aims to retell Hammira’s
story as a new kind of apocalypse, similar to that of Mahabharata. We will for example

78 The precise time is a matter of debate, whether it started before or after the Mahabharata war. The
kaliyuga is generally calculated to have started around 3102-1 BC, see Thapar 1996: 29.

7 The etymology of kali is uncertain, although popular etymology links it to Time as kala (black)and
the ‘dark’ goddess Kali, as discussed in Rocher “Concepts of Time in Classical India” (2004: 93).

% See Shulman 1994 for an insightful analysis of this story.

81 Rocher 2004: 93.

8 For example, the rhetorical question in verse 8.67, where Hammira is praised as the ‘example’
(udaharanam) in the kaliyuga, without specifying of what quality, seems to purposefully leaves open the idea
that he might be representing the kaliyuga itself.
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learn that in the Chauhan kingdom too there is “now one blind man who gambles”
(adhundiko ‘ndhah param divyati, 10.28).* Kali too will take over the Chauhan kingdom,
taking possession of Hammira’s favorite general and traitor Ratipala “Protector of
Pleasure”, who will betray the mentally (and morally?) blind king and ‘play’ in his
kingdom (divyati, 8.102). Ironically, while all this happening, the oblivious Hammira will
imagine his relationship to Ratipala as that between Rama and his devoted general
Hanuman. We could say HMK plays with both the Ramayana and Mahabharata template,
which are purposefully made to clash. Although the Ramayana is more triumphalist than
the Mahabharata, both are deeply tragic in its own distinct ways.* Wendy Doniger,
drawing attention to how the Mahabharata cites Rama’s story as being sadder than
Yudhisthira’s personal tragedy, aptly observes that the “contrast between triumph and
tragedy could stand as the general tone of the two great poems.”*

Of course, Hammira’s replication of the Mahabhdrata tragedy is not evident from the
introduction. My point is that Nayacandra implicitly introduces the degenerative and
playful logic of the time era’s (yuga) by referring to Yudhisthira as (the gambler) Kanka
and putting his own ‘unique’ (eka) story in line with the ‘foremost’ rulers of the former
ages. Hammira might - and will indeed - embody a new kind of tragic gambler, who will
blindly stake the kingdom’s fortune. I will argue that Nayacandra deliberately hollows out
the idea of being called the ‘one’. He makes several heroes - both protagonist and
antagonist - take claim to this status, as if to expose the heroic and delusional desire to
excel, to be the best (often at the cost of other pursuits). Nayacandra may be exposing
this as a worn-out cliché, repeated many times in the tradition of royal panegyric, where
everyone aspires to be the luminous ideal of the present age. From the (Jain) Chaulukya
perspective it is Kumarapala (or Vastupala, the Jain minister), from the Paramara
perspective, it is king Bhoja, and from the Chauhan perspective, it is Hammira, etc. I will
argue that Nayacandra confronts such claims to uniqueness by presenting Hammira’s
story as a (tragi-comic) re-enactment of his deeply flawed predecessor Prthviraja.

Of course, even a near-perfect hero like Rama has his flaws. But unlike the two flawed
epic heroes of the former age, Rama and Yudhisthira, Hammira will not succeed in
restoring the Chauhan lineage’s Fortune ($ri/laksmi). When Hammira, supposedly the
‘only praiseworthy’ hero of this age, stakes the Fortunes of his kingdom, it leads to the
complete destruction of his dynasty. There will be no heir to pass on his charming
symbolic wife, Royal Fortune (rajya-$ri), which brings us to the all-important ambiguous
question of verse 1.9.

8 discuss this episode in chapter two.

8 See for example Shulman’s reading of the distinct historical poetics of the Sanskrit epics, included
as the first essay in Shulman 2001.

% Doniger 2009: 303.
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1.6 Laksmi’s playful charms

If the first introductory verse about Hammira’s unsurpassed good or courageous
character (sattva) also subtly introduces the tragic temporal logic of the kaliyuga, then the
following verse purposefully re-introduces the related and all-important topic of Sti. Let’s
recall that this beautiful and beautifying Splendor entered the poem in the very first verse
as the auspicious, luminous, active and playful potency of the Self (atman), where she can,
ideally, enjoy herself, again and again (ramramiti). Verse 1.9 too refers to her playful
activity (vilasa), revealing SrT’s natural connection to kingship (rajya). On the surface this
verse introduces the reader to the heroic core of the Hammira legend, explaining the
reason why the Chauhan king was remembered as the only praiseworthy king of the
present age. Importantly, however, this heroic core is formulated in the form of a
rhetorical question, an ambiguous one about the value of Fortune/Splendor. I want to
emphasize that Hammira’s exemplary status is literally questioned (in 1.9). To further add
a sense of doubt, Nayacandra appears to present Hammira’s luminous “goodness” (sattva)
from the eighth verse as a debatable point by conspicuously repeating it in the ninth
verse, followed by the significant word kila, “as it is said”. Let me, for the sake of clarity,
first isolate these two verses again, before further making my point.

Like the great kings Mandhatr, Sita’s husband and Kanka

how many have there not been on this earth?

But in the age of Kali, king Hammira alone

is worthy of praise because of the quality of goodness (sattva). (1.8) %

He lived only by virtue of his goodness, as they say (kila).

So when he did not give away his daughter and those refugees to the Saka
were his life and even the playful charms

of Royal Splendor (rd@jya-sriyo) of any value to him? (1.9)

Through the use of kila “as they say” Nayacandra seems to be ‘quoting’ the gist of the
traditional story. He reminds the audience of the traditional core of the Hammira legend,
namely that the Chauhan king heroically refused to hand over several (Mongol) refugees
and his daughter to the Saka (Sultan Alauddin). It is through this altruistic act that - as it

8 mandhatr-sita-pati-kanka-mukhyah ksitau ksitindrah kati nama nasan |
kalau stavarhah param esa sattva-gunena hammira-mahi-bhrd ekah |[1.8||
¥ sattvaika-vrtteh kila yasya rajya-$riyo vilasa api jivitam ca |

$akaya putrim $aranagatams caprayacchatah kim trnam apy abhiivan |[1.9]|
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is said (kila) - Hammira acquired the status of being the epitome of goodness (sattva). This
is also how Hammira is presented in Vidyapati’'s roughly contemporaneous story
collection, his Purusapariksa (“The Test of Man”) and in the genealogical list appended to
Rajasekhara’s Prabandhakosa (“Treasure of stories”, 1348). The latter text adds to the date
of the last ruler Hammira, who was killed in battle in V.S.1358 (1301 CE), that this king was
endowed with sattva (prabhuh sattva-van).® In Nayacandra’s epic too, in both the prologue
and epilogue, Hammira is similarly presented as an epitome of altruism and heroic self-
sacrifice.® I explain at length in the last chapter how Nayacandra’s new poem of Hammira
seeks to invert several - if not all - traditional elements of the plot, as a playful response
to more overtly heroic stories of Hammira at the time. For the argument of this chapter
it might suffice to just draw attention to Nayacandra’s use of the small but significant
word kila, which, I argue, is intended to already plant a seed of doubt concerning
Hammira’s supposed selfless, sattvic character. (This doubt will come to its full fruition in
the actualization of Hammira’s story from canto nine to thirteen, discussed in chapter
four).

The word kila is used to express something like “so we are told”. It is used to specify
knowledge derived from tradition, indicating what others have said. In this sense, writers
often employ it to represent the wrong views of their opponents, before they set out to
make a different point. As M.B. Emeneau explains, the particle kila often tends to mark a
tone of sarcasm or irony by attributing traditional status to a false statement.” Because
of the conspicuous repetition of the point about Hammira’s goodness (sattva), it is quite
likely that we can take Nayacandra’s verse to means something like this: ‘so this is what
the tradition tells (kila), but...”. Of course, Nayacandra doesn’t state a ‘but” here. This is not
the place, yet, to challenge his audience and break the ideal.”

The point I want to emphasize here is that the word kila “so we are told” fits well with
the interrogative sense of the verse and the intertextual make-up of the whole prologue.
This might explain why it is also added, somewhat conspicuously, in the next verse, where
Nayacandra explains that he was only ‘allegedly impelled’ (nunnah kila) to compose his

=Jinavijaya 1935: appendix two, 134.

% In the epilogue in 14.17.

% Emeneau (1969: 248) discussing the different use of the syntactic particles kila, khalu and niinam. If
Nayacandra intended to express certainty or avoid ambiguity, he would have used another particle.
Throughout HMK the particle kila is thus used to qualify ‘traditional knowledge’” and occasionally modify it,
as is clear in v. 8.41 and 14.4. This questioning technique may not be that uncommon in the beginning of an
epic. Eva De Clercq pointed out to me that Vimala Siiri’s Jain version of the Ramayana (Patimacariyam) also
starts by questioning the Brahmanical version through the use of kila (Prakrit kia).

°! Later in the poem, through the words of Bhoja, Nayacandra will actually insert a crucial ‘but’ (param)
to break the ideal of Hammira’s kingship, and implicitly reveal that he has become mad and blind (in verses
8.28-29, discussed at length in the fourth chapter).

74



poem because the weight of Hammira’s virtues had plunged into the root of his ear. The
use is odd in this verse because Nayacandra is speaking in the first person.”> We would
have expected an unambiguous particle like khalu, “indeed, certainly” - or the ‘in fact’
(vastu-tas, as used in the adopted model of Jayasimha Stiri’s poem on Kumarapala, noted
earlier) - and not an “as they say”. The choice for this word therefore appears to give a
clue to the reader that his prologue is indeed modelled on ‘what tradition says’. (Worthy
of note is that the single surviving commentary deliberately irons out the ambiguity,
which I believe is latent in this verse.)® But Nayacandra’s poem will do something
different. He is playing with tradition, both in terms of the author’s persistent concern to
playfully alter traditional elements of the Hammira story, as in terms of his profound
intertextual engagement with the poets of old.

Let me now finally turn to what I believe is thematically at the core of Nayacandra’s
poetic project. I suggest that the apparent subject of the poem - Hammira’s supposedly
selfless heroism - is purposefully cloaked in an ambiguous question about the value of
Royal Fortune (rajya-sri), and what She symbolizes. She may represent many, seemingly
contradictory things: the fickle nature of power, the inevitable transience of fortune, or
her inherent fragility, the charming brilliance of kingship, the well-fare of the kingdom,
etc. And did Hammira consider Royal Fortune worthless or not? And in either case, is this
a good thing, worthy of admiration or not?

In my view, the ambiguity of the question revolves around the equivocal imagery
surrounding Royal Fortune as the king’s symbolic wife. Similar to the fickleness and
capricious nature of Lady Fortune (fortuna) in European literature, the notion of ‘fortune’
is typically personified as an unfaithful lady who randomly and recklessly moves from
one husband to another. Importantly, this may have something to do with the elusive
topic of Time (kala) and the complex notion of fate. In his discussion of Sr1 in the
Mahabharata, Alf Hiltebeitel explains how she is said to “move in accord with the rhythm
of Time”, going back and forth “irrespective of virtues.”* “On the other hand”, Hiltebeitel
observes, “there is one unbroken continuity in SrT’s behavior: her movements are related

%2 1 owe this point to Csaba Dezso, who remarked that khalu “certainly, indeed” would make more
sense here.

% 1 choose to preserve the interrogative sense of kim in my translation. Of course, as a marker of a
rhetorical question kim is often used to make a strong affirmative statement., The commentator emphasizes
that Nayacandra uses kim in this sense, as a nisedhdrtha, a question evoking a negative response. Hammira,
for sure, considered the pleasures of royal fortune (rdjya-sriyo) and his life worthless, that is ‘not even the
worth a straw’ (api tu trnam api na babhiivuh). But it remains a question, and its meaning remains ambiguous.
Curiously, the commentator glosses the particle kila as expressing satye, truly, whereas a few verses later
(1.14) he glosses it as prapta-pravade, “obtained from popular saying”. I see no reason why Nayacandra didn’t
use the particle kila here in the same sense, with the effect of raising doubt about its truth value.

* Hiltebeitel 1976: 164.
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to lists of royal virtues.” He explains how the imagery of SrT’s fickleness “coincides with
a pessimistic vision of Time”.” The pessimistic view on Fortune/Time resembles a
fatalistic determinism, dictating that Fortune is fickle because - in reality - she doesn’t
care for virtues. Despite the view that she dwells in virtuous people of her choice, we see
that virtuous people obtain misery and vice versa: in the face of fickle forces like Time
and Fortune human effort (paurusa) seems often in vain.

Keeping this in mind, we can return to the question of verse 1.9. From a pejorative
perspective on Laksmi/Fortune, the idea that Hammira considered her worthless, might
emphasize his wise nature. Hammira might have understood the fickle nature of power.
Accordingly, as a true selfless hero he considered ‘her’ an unworthy pursuit, not even the
worth of a straw.

The point of importance is that this is just one way to look at the significance of Royal
Fortune, or kingship’s brilliance. I would argue that HMK repeatedly cancels out the value
of the more ‘pessimistic’ view on Fortune’s fickle nature. The author’s more positive view
on Sr1 was already emphasized in the previous verses. Splendor (4ri) is the female
principle needed to energize and awaken the Self. In its connection to kingship (rdjya)
this female principle is essential too. Verse 1.9 already introduces the importance of Royal
Splendor by asking whether the supposedly selfless Hammira not only considered his life
worthless, but even (!) the pleasures of glorious kingship (rdjya-sriyo vilasa api). The word
api may be purposefully stressing the central importance of the king’s symbolic wife. In
symbolic terms the vilasas, or “pleasures” of kingship, not only denote the playful
activities a king engages in - and should engage in (but not too much, ati)- but refer to the
playful and attractive coquetry of his symbolic wife.” Like lovers, a king and Royal
Splendor are supposed to attract and desire each other. The well-being of his symbolic
wife Fortune, just like that of the people, deserves the king’s full attention.

But even from this more positive perspective on St - she doesn’t just randomly leave
her royal husbands -, Hammira might still emerge from the introductory question in
verse nine as the epitome of selflessness. We could translate the phrase rajya-sriyo vilasa
as “the charming pleasures of Royal Fortune”. Hammira was so selfless that he, in order
to save someone else, sacrificed both his life and even the many enjoyments that come
with kingship, with being in power. This, for example, is the conclusion of Vidyapati’s
story on Hammira’s compassionate heroism: he gave up all enjoyments for the sake of
another (pararthe)!*

% ibid.

% ibid. p. 165

7 On the problem of getting over-attached to pleasure, see Daud Ali’s article on “Anxieties of
attachment” (2002).

%1 quote and discuss this verse in the beginning of section 5.3 in the final chapter.

76



[ will try to demonstrate that this is clearly not the message of Nayacandra’s poem. I
want to suggest that the question of verse nine already hints at the problem of poetic
justice in relation to karmic justice and personal responsibility, which I discuss at length
in chapter four. If Hammira was truly good, as it is said (kila), why did his reign end in
misfortune: maybe he deserved his tragic fate? Perhaps it is Royal Fortune herself who
considered Hammira worthless? After all, Hammira might not have given away his
refugees or his daughter to the enemy, but he did lose his grip on his symbolic wife Royal
Fortune.

In an important sense the main duty of a king indeed consists in maintaining Royal
Fortune, that is secure both the welfare of the kingdom and the continuation of the
dynastic line. This doesn’t constitute a personal goal, one involving the pursuit of selfish
pleasure. It is rather imagined as the difficult but quintessential task of kingship, which
is typically presented as a burden (bhara), attracting ‘sin’ (pdpa), as made explicit in verse
1.26. Ironically, Laksmi, the goddess of Fortune, is always fated to become miserable. She
is forced to undergo dangerous tests like the transfer from father to son. Importantly, as
Nayacandra makes clear throughout his poem, it is not only the dynastic line, but the
kingdom and everyone in it, the people, who have to suffer the consequences when a king
doesn’t take care of Royal Fortune. For example, we will see, in the pivotal eighth canto,
that the court poets urge Hammira to ‘wake up’ for the good of the people (janata-hitaya,
8.124). In the same canto Hammira is told by his father not to forget the importance of
Royal Fortune:

Oh King! When you obtain complete sovereignty,

do not forget to behave properly towards great men.

Like a great fire, which is not under control,

a man causes the destruction of the entire clan (vinasa-hetuh).”

A man who considers the affairs of honorable people

and acts with right judgment (viveka), is loved by the people of this world.
Dear son, how is it possible then that Lady Royal Fortune

will abandon him, as she also inhabits this world?'®

HMK’s prologue already invites us to think about what it means to consider worthless
even the playful charms of the “playful” Royal Fortune.* It might indeed be the charm of

* samrajyam asadya mahattamesu sma vismaro ma vinayam naresa |
puman brhad-bhanur ivavinitah kulasya sarvasya vinasa-hetuh || 8.74||
10 apy arya-karyani vicarya kurvan vivekavan esa jagaj-janéstah |
jagan-nivasa tad iyam nrpatva-laksmih katham tam vijahati tata |[8.75||
19 As she is called in 11.61: kridikrtam...rajya-laksmim
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a tragic hero like Hammira that he perceives Royal Fortune as something unworthy,
making him pursue ‘glory’ elsewhere, for example, as we will see, by playing the game of
fame (kirti-keli, 10.80), or wanting to marry the Splendor of heaven (diva-$ri, 13.207). The
question posed in verse 1.9 leaves such perspectives open. We can see it as a playful
invitation to read through the poem and find out whether the sattva “goodness” or
“conduct” of the famous Hammira truly or really deserves to be praised as exemplary in
the present age “as they say” (kila).> The ambiguity of the question opens up an alluring
uncertainty. Nayacandra could have used less ambiguous imagery or words, if he wanted
to, but he didn’t. He invites the reader to consider the multiple sides of a popular, well-
known story. And we have to explore these sides through the lens of Time’s degenerative
and playful logic, in relation to SrTs brilliance (and the equivocal imagery surrounding
her fickleness, transience, fragility and playfulness.) We are invited to discover whether
a story about Royal Splendor’s inevitable disappearance, at least on the Chauhan side, can
remain without dark spots of blame.

1.7 Conclusion

This chapter has tried to highlight the importance of listening carefully to what lies
beyond the surface meaning of Nayacandra’s opening verses, which are typically
neglected in modern readings of HMK. Clearly Nayacandra doesn’t just introduce
Hammira as the only praiseworthy king of this age (1.8) and the pinnacle of the Chauhan
dynasty (1.13). I have examined several literary strategies that complicate the surface
meaning. We could understand some of the elements discussed in this chapter - the deep
intertextual play, markers of doubt like kila or rhetorical questions, and some semantic
choices like Karka for Yudhisthira - as ‘distancing techniques’ which can be said to move
the reader’s attention away from the poem’s surface meaning.* The alluring ambiguities
of the prologue clearly set the tone for the rest of the poem. Put differently, beyond the

12 The introductory section to the commentary speaks about Hammira’s sattva as the “seed” (bija) of
the poem. It is worth comparing this with the play Satyahariscandra of the prolific Jain writer Ramacandra
(13% century), revolving around the altruistic vow of Hari§candra, another epitome of a self-sacrificial sattva,
see Warder 2004: §5981-5995, for a discussion of this play. The introductory verse (1.6) also introduces this
hero as one who only lived by goodness, sattva (§5982). In comparing it with another, earlier version of
Hariscandra’s story, Warder notes how Ramacandra’s play presents “a lighter, cooler version, indeed a
comedy, which the audience knows all along is not serious” (§ 5995).

191 owe the term ‘distancing techniques’ to a comment by Yigal Bronner on an earlier version of this
chapter.
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surface of a praise poem we’ll hear intertextual games, subtle and striking dissonances
with earlier poetic models or the ‘traditional’ Hammira story, humorous incongruities,
tragic questions and uncertainties, etc. Eventually these elements will invite the reader
to look at Hammira’s traditional story from a different, more distant angle. At the same
time Nayacandra’s radically new and complex version of Hammira’s story invites or
demands a novel, closer and deeper involvement with a popular story about one of the
most famous historical heroes of the time.

The prologue also already introduces the major thematic axes and tensions. Of crucial
thematic and meta-poetic importance is the topic of SrT and her evoked affinity with
SarasvatT, the flow of Poetic speech and her support, the white goose (hamsa), the symbol
of the pure self and right discernment (viveka). Throughout the poem the goose is
repeatedly evoked to refer to the ideal king - the soul of the pond-like kingdom - who has
the important task to discern sat from a-sat, “good from bad”, “truth from falsehood”,
“reality from illusion”, “right knowledge from delusion”, etc.®* The kingdom itself is
repeatedly imagined to be like a pond or stream (saras) which is always in danger of drying
up and losing its shine, resulting in the withering of its lotus flowers (the people). This
process of withering, waning, or drying up, is clearly connected to the ‘dark’ principle of
time (kala, which also means black), and the twists of fate or fortune. We already learn in
the crucial thematic question of 1.9 that the disappearance of fortune may have
something to do with the king’s attitude toward Sri, whether he values her or not, and
whether he chooses to play along with her, and not with someone or something else. We
will see that an obsessive concern with pride and masculine virility makes the Chauhan
kings slumber into defeat, seemingly forgetting that kingship acquires its brilliance
through the inner, female power of the self (atma-$akti), namely Sri, who is mostly
attracted by the ‘waking’ qualities of wisdom (buddhi, mati) and right discernment
(viveka).

Finally, in a crucial sense, the reader is also precisely given the task to sharpen his or
her own sense of discernment, to be like a ‘goose’ to the poem. At the very end of his poem
Nayacandra will explicitly address the attentive reader, hoping that his poem may be
savored by those ‘wise gooses’ (hamsa santah) who seem nowhere to be found. The
reader too has to ‘wake up’ in order to appreciate the complexity beneath the surface
layer of a praise poem, and grasp the intertwining of thematic, meta-poetic, religious-
philosophical, intertextual levels. Commenting on the philosophical underpinning of

1 Especially evident in the eighth canto, where Hammira as it were predicts that he won't be able to
reach the condition of being the ‘goose of the kingdom’, distinguishing between ‘good and bad’ (sad-asad-
viveka-krd rajyahamsatvam, 8.52.) I discuss this verse in the third chapter.

1% “What happened to those noble gooses who take pleasure in the quality-like-milk, and not in the
harm- like -water?” (hamsa santah kva yesam guna-payasi ratir no ratir dosa-variny..., 14.44).
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Srtharsa’s twelfth-century Naisadhiyacarita - an important model for Nayacandra®s -
Deven Patel writes how the author “puts his audience, like his characters, in a position of
having to apprehend reality from illusion.”” Nayacandra may be doing something similar
throughout his deeply tragic ‘eulogy’.

A work of literature, as Indian poets and theoreticians tend to make clear, doesn’t
passively represent, but actively plays the world, re-enacts and ‘activates’ and intensifies
reality to transform the audience, and thus effect change in the real world." Not unlike
the real world, the extraordinary (a-laukika) world of poetry is a world of guises and
ambiguity, demanding the readers’ full attention. At least, if we don’t want to get deceived
like the Chauhan protagonists of the poem, who repeatedly slumber into a fatal state of
delusion, mistake their loyal devotees (bhakta) for foes, and vice versa. In fourteen cantos
(sarga, “creation”, or “downpour” of fluid) Nayacandra’s great poem brings into being a
whole new world, in which the poet models - to use Shulman’s apt term - the whole
generative and degenerative process of Chauhan history, from its inception in a
beginning less time, to its gradual destruction in the recent past and ongoing
remembrance in the present and future.

19 In his epilogue Nayacandra clearly evokes Sriharsa as a model, which inspired his poetry. He is
mentioned three times, in 14.28, 14.31, and 14.46. I discuss this influence in the conclusion to this chapter.

17 Patel 2014: 44.

198 As discussed by scholars like Shulman 2014: 61, 67, linking it to Don Handelman’s theory of rituals
as ‘modeling’ events; and by Edwin Gerow (in Miller 1990: 59) who remarks that Indian theater “is indeed a
“play,” in the metaphysical sense that its workings reveal the nature of things. It is not a “drama” in the
Aristotelian sense of an “imitation,” having an existence apart and form proper to itself.”
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Chapter 2  Sleepy kings and dancing horses:
tragic patterns in Hammira’s prehistory

2.1 Imagery of decay, ironies of misplaced joy

I highlighted how HMK’s monumental prologue - with its deep interplay of symbolic,
thematic, religious-philosophical, intertextual and meta-poetic layers - only deceitfully
frames the poem’s subject matter as a story about the rise, prosperity, successes and joy
of the Chauhan dynasty. As I will show in this chapter, from the third canto onwards, with
the story of Prthviraja, the poem makes the inevitable and expected tragic turn. Images
of decay and separation - already implicit in the prologue - take over. It is important to
take this imagery seriously if we want to move beyond modern interpretations of HMK
that single out its supposed concern with idealizing or glorifying kingship and
warriorhood. I hope to show that the more tragic imagery is dominant, and potentially
subversive in effect. Throughout the poem we repeatedly hear about a process of decay,
which eventually culminates in the complete dissolution (pralaya) of the Chauhan
dynasty, with the death of Hammira, the widowhood of Laksmi (14.2), after which nothing
but a story remains - of fame, or blame.

I will argue that we are repeatedly confronted with the tragic and potentially ironic
tendency of fame to turn into blame. The deep irony of this process comes down to this:
the tragic hero, whose efforts are deeply motivated by a desire or fear to secure a positive
remembrance - gain fame, avoid blame - becomes the subject of a story that undermines
the heroism of his efforts. Exposing this delusional desire to be famous becomes a major
concern in the cantos about Hammira’s tragedy, which I explain at length in the fourth
chapter. The cantos about Hammira’s predecessors already anticipate this tragic
tendency.

Imagery of decay and blame purposefully confront idealizing modes and imagery of
joy, success and satisfaction. In a typical tragic fashion, HMK’s author repeatedly - and
often with a sense of humor - exploits the tragic irony of misplaced joy, of untimely
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celebrations and moments of restoration that only signal upcoming defeat. Given the
inevitability of the tragic plot, episodes of ‘Chauhan brilliance’ often seem to serve a
contrastive purpose, making the upcoming darkness come out even stronger. In the
course of time’s playful and degenerative process, from Prthviraja’s kingship (canto 3) to
that of Hammira (9-13), StT’s brilliance - on the Chauhan side - tends to swing, dance, play
and gradually wane, until her complete disappearance from the Chauhan dynasty with
the fall of Ranthambhor. This chapter seeks to demonstrate how Nayacandra models such
dynamic and tragic patterns of kingship in Hammira’s prehistory. Rather than
transforming tragic defeat into a heroic success, the poem exposes the mechanisms
behind this human tendency itself. Instead of a concern with heroic transformations the
poem reveals a strong concern to give insight into the causes of and show multiple
perspectives on the tragic transformation itself, the fall from fortune to misfortune, the
shift from fame to blame.

After Nayacandra introduces Hammira as the last, brilliant gem adorning the
illustrious ($rf, 1.12) Chauhan dynasty, we get two cantos about his predecessors,
describing their glorious rise to success (utpatti, 1.13) and, not unimportantly, its cause
(utpatti-hetur, 1.25). These two cantos do not tell an actual story, but gradually take the
reader from the Chauhan dynasty’s mythological origins and remote past, to the more
remembered past. These cantos describe the gradual spread of the Chauhan'’s fortune (sri)
over time and space. The verses name and praise each new Chauhan king, mapping the
geographical landscape and center of their power (the Chauhan capital of Ajmer -
Ajayameru, 1.52, and the SakambharT region in 1.88-89), and mentioning various conflicts
with rulers from neighboring dynastic clans, both ‘foreign’ (Saka) and indigenous
enemies. Like in the benediction, two cantos long the always recurring theme is that of
Sri. She appears to remain without much trouble at the Chauhan side, conferring her
beautiful brilliance on a range of important thematic concerns, sovereignty (rajya-sri),
valor (Saurya-$ri), heaven (svarga/diva-sri), fame (kirti/yasas) and especially victory (jaya-
$r1). Importantly, all these different Splendors go and belong together. Let us recall that
Sr1 indeed constitutes one principle. And consequently, as we will see, the loss of the
Splendor of sovereignty (rdjya-sri) or victory (jaya-sri) has a darkening effect on
acquisition of fame. Thus, already in these two first cantos we learn that the ‘losers’ -
those who become separated from Sri - swoon, fall into darkness. And the splendor of
their fame too is taken away, diminishes or gets stained.’

As a whole, these cantos can be said to absorb the reader into the illustrious world of
the early Chauhan kings and their rise (utpatti) to success. It looks like Nayacandra
deliberately paints an illustrious, spotless background of the early Chauhan’s brilliant

! Also worthy of note is the repeated mention in the first canto of poets (kavi), who are needed to
spread the fame of the victors, as in 1.49, 1.56, 1.84, 1.86, 1.93.
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fortune and fame - white in the Indian imagination - to make a sharp contrast with the
darker tones of the closer, imaginable past, which the reader slowly enters toward the
end of the second canto. We know that it won't take long before the Chauhan kings will
also face defeat. They are bound to become separated from Sri. And they will therefore
also swoon and slumber into darkness. The topic of fame is therefore crucial. In an
important sense, this is what is really at stake for the Chauhan heroes of the poem. This
is explicitly thematized in the cantos about Hammira, as I show in the next chapter.

Apart from depicting the brilliance of the Chauhan past - till the tragic turn in
Prthviraja’s story, the topic of the next section - these verses already anticipate major
thematic emphases and motifs. I will limit myself to examine one striking cluster of
images evoked in the penultimate verse of the first canto (1.103). It reads as some sort of
conclusion, or guiding principle, in the form of a statement of praise about the Chauhan
king Simharaja (ca. 994-971). His fame and might surpasses that of the Moon and Ocean,
who embody respectively the whiteness of fame and the vastness of might. The verse
comes after learning that this Chauhan king defeated the rulers of Karnata, Lata, Cola,
and Anga (1.97), and right before learning that he killed the Saka king Hetim (1.104):

Oh, oh! How inappropriate of the Ocean!

Even now he instantly rejoices

when seeing his son, the Moon

who got defeated, indeed, by his [the Chauhan king’s] fame.
In the same way, because of his greatness

he [the Ocean] received the submarine Fire Mare,

and alas, now he is drying up!

Every man sees the fault in the “other” (parasya)

but not in himself!

This may just sound as a standard royal praise. However, it contains several of the major
tragic themes in HMK: misperception, misplaced joy, mistaking fame for blame, blaming
others, over-confidence in strength, giving shelter, self-consuming emotions, insatiable
desires, etc. The basic image revolves around the whirling ocean, who becomes thrilled
with joy when seeing his ‘famous’ son, the Moon, the symbol of fame (and its tendency to
wane, or become blemished). But the verse says that the Ocean’s joy is in fact highly
inappropriate. The Ocean is blamed as it were for being unwilling to see that the fame of

2 ha ha kéyam anaucitT jala-nidher adyapi hrsyaty asau

yam drstva jitam apy amusya ya$asa candram muhuh svangajam |
prapyaitan mahasa tathdiva vadava-vahnim ca $usyaty aho
sarvah ko ‘pi parasya padyati jano dosam na ca svasya tam ||1.103||
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his son, the Moon, is overtaken by the greater fame (yasasa) of the Chauhan king. (The
Moon indeed is blamed for his dark spots; and he is associated with illicit behavior, which
he has to repay with its monthly waning). Moreover, in the same way the Ocean deserves
to be blamed for his blind over-confidence in his physical, outer greatness. Because
indeed, “in the same way”, the Chauhan king also surpasses the greatness and depth of
the Ocean.:

The Ocean’s arrogant nature and misplaced joy have severe consequences for him (and
the whole universe). Mythology tells us that the Ocean was given the important task of
saving the world by controlling the dangerous apocalyptic fire at the bottom of his
waters. This doomsday fire may represent Siva’s uncontrolled anger and passion (or
seed), released from his third eye into the world when he attempted to destroy Kama, the
god of love.* On request of the gods, fearing the world’s destruction, Brahma had
transformed this fire in the form of a female horse (vadaba), a Mare, with which he went
to the great Ocean, asking him to contain and control it or her. It is on account of his
unsurpassed greatness (mahasa) that the Ocean consented to accept this unquenchable
fire, in the form of wild, untamable Mare. This verse implies that this act too may have
been inappropriate. After all, the Ocean is indeed slowly drying up (Susyati). At the end of
the end kaliyuga, the submarine horse will indeed come out and destroy the universe. The
implication of this verse is that ultimately the Ocean is not great and strong enough to
control this fire. In other words, it is meant as a praise for the much greater Chauhan king
who would have made a better candidate to control this dangerous fire-horse.
Importantly, this verse suggests that the great Ocean has no clue about his tragic fate (and
what it causes for others). He doesn’t see that he is burning up, blinded as it were by the
joy of seeing the fame of his son, the Moon, whose exemplary splendor too is in fact
dimmed by the greater fame of the Chauhan king. The final line sums up the general
wisdom about human nature (arthdntara-nyasa) that can be learned from this
phenomenon.

sarvah ko ‘pi parasya pasyati jano dosam na ca svasya tam
Everyone sees the fault in another, but not in himself

This message, including the imagery used to support it, may well serve as the guiding
theme of the poem. The Chauhan protagonists (from Prthviraja onwards) will never see
that they may be doing something inappropriate. Similar to the image of how the Ocean
is fated to dry up, we will see that the Chauhan dynasty’s ‘pond-like SrT’ - a recurrent
metaphor - will dry up, precisely because of the constant problem of misperception,

3 This is standard trope in royal panegyric, also mentioned in 1.24, where the first Chauhan is said to
take away the Splendor of the ocean’s depth (gambhirya-laksmim harati).
* See Doniger 1971: 26, on the imagery of the ocean accepting this fire.
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misplaced joy and a blinding over-confidence in one’s physical, outer strength. Even
when confronted with their faults and blindness, they will deny it, and confer guilt and
blame on something or someone else, the “other” (para).

The imagery of the unquenchable fire or female horse (vadava) within the Ocean is
significant for other reasons. Wendy Doniger has shown how this female fire may stand
for many things: one’s inner heat (tapas), the inner power (Sakti) or potency of the self,
the prancing horse-like senses which need to be controlled, the deadly poison called kala-
kiita “the trick of time”, which Siva swallowed to save the universe when it emerged out
of the cosmic ocean, or Sri/Laksmi, who like the Moon is born from the Ocean’s body.’
Suggesting that all this is implied or latently present in Nayacandra’s Ocean verse would
be an overinterpretation. The main point is that the great Ocean is doing something
wrong, he is unaware of the tragic process, blinded by pride and over-confidence. Only
truly great men - like the Chauhan king Simharaja - can control this inner fire-mare, and
use its potent energy, without being consumed or blinded by it.

This myth - like most Indian myths - is full of meaningful paradoxes and
contradictions, which are purposefully exploited here. Doniger points out that the
imagery of the fire within the ocean is often used to emphasize the Ocean’s greatness,
generosity and compassion, but poets typically play with potentially conflicting relations
between these qualities. This is how Daniel Ingalls explains how the poet turns imagery
associated with praise into messages of blame:

The ocean is praised for its power, beneficence, respect for law, etc. (...) but blamed for its
overinclusiveness, for its being too salty to drink, for its harboring dangerous monsters, for its
uselessness and its noisy boasting.’

When reading HMK we are also repeatedly invited to look out for ‘the other’ side of heroic
qualities. Think already of Hammira’s legendary courageousness (sattva) and compassion,
which made him decide to give shelter to the Mongols in his kingdom, not unlike the
stories about the great Ocean perhaps. Yet, in Nayacandra’s version this act of harboring
a potentially dangerous enemy won’t be presented as an act of compassion, as I show in
the fourth chapter. I will explain that Hammira’s defeat is linked to a series of
misperceptions, including about the ‘otherness’ (paratvam) of the Mongols. The Chauhans
are more like the Ocean in the sense of not being able to control their horse-like senses,
and of being blinded by their confidence in strength and might, and Hammira’s father,
Jaitrasimha will be blinded by his love for his son, etc. This is why the pond-like Splendor
of the Chauhan dynasty will dry up.

° Doniger 1971: 14, 17-18.
¢ Ingalls 1965: 302.
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Keeping this in mind we can proceed to the concretization of this fatal imagery in the
next cantos, where we will encounter many kings who are unable to control their senses.
Prthviraja will fall victim to a dancing horse; Hariraja will succumb to dancing girls;
Prahladana to a sleeping lion during a hunting expedition that is also compared to a stage
of dance, and a whirling ocean, etc. All this will resonate powerfully in the story of
Hammira, including a nod, at a critical turning point, to the insatiable and unquenchable
fire of the submarine mare.’

2.2 Falling asleep: Prthviraja’s dancing horse

The first tragic turn of HMK, setting in motion the playful dynamic of the poem - the
interplay between idealizing and tragic modes of narration -, takes off in the third canto.
Its first verse already subtly announces the fatal condition underlying the many ‘tragic
flaws’ to which the Chauhans will succumb: sleepiness. This canto is wholly devoted to
the story of the (in)famous Prthviraja Chauhan, who by the time of HMK’s composition
had become the epitome of the reckless and ‘sleepy’ ruler, defeated by Shahabuddin
Muhammad Ghori in the second battle of Tarain.* To understand or appreciate the effect
of the tragic turn, we need to briefly reflect on what came before.

The description of the Chauhans’ genealogy takes a different turn when we reach the
reign of king Somes$vara (2.67) in the second half of the second canto. Unlike the
descriptions of the previous kings, there is also a queen, named Karptiradevi. We are
about to hear a real narrative, with a plot that is structured around a set of connected
events. The couple got a son, whom they named Prthviraja, who like the sun gladdened
the lotus-eyes of the people (2.76). After giving his son instructions in warfare and
scriptures (Sastresu Sdstresu), Some$vara handed over the burden of the kingdom
(samrajya-bharam) and left his mortal body by the path of yoga (2.77). The twenty-three
remaining verses of this chapter praise the extraordinary qualities of Prthviraja in the
conventional panegyric style of kavya, about the whiteness of his fame, the weight of his
virtues, his unparalleled generosity, and so on. In other words, they continue the tone of

7 Namely when the clever (or cunning?) brahmins (vadavah) who are compared to “wicked submarine
mares” or “submarine mares to the wicked” (duskarmédadhi-vadavah, 9.79) almost trick Hammira into giving
away all his wealth in an all-consuming Vedic sacrifice in celebration of Hammira’s tragically incomplete
world-conquest. These brahmins will be dancing on their piles of gold (9.94).

® As explored in Talbot 2016. I engage with her analysis of Prthvirdja’s literary trajectory in chapter
three.
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the descriptions of Prthviraja’s illustrious predecessors, some of whom had ‘also’ defeated
a foreign ruler named Shahabuddin (sahabadina).” Worthy of attention is how one verse
toward the end describes how the goddess of fortune, Laksmi (indira), left Visnu to sleep
in the Chauhan king’s lotus-hand (bheje yasya sSayalutam saya-payojanmany asav indird,
2.84). As a result, SrT’s divine husband, who is (still) in love with her (tad-rdgena), follows
his wife by reincarnating in the form of Prthviraja’s sword.

These are of course stock phrases in royal panegyric, meant to represent Prthviraja as
an ideal of kingship. Prthviraja’s royal qualities - his strength, valor, generosity, etc. -
symbolically attract Laksmi, who abandons her divine husband to sleep with the Chauhan
king on earth, Visnu’s alter ego on earth. However, by dropping the word ‘sleepiness’
(Sayalutam), Nayacandra seems to already anticipate the tragic shift in the opening verse
of the third canto. Nayacandra appears to remind the audience of the popular imagery of
Prthviraja as the epitome of the sleepy ruler. The audience indeed knows that his story
will be a story of defeat, connected to that crucial moment in South Asian history, namely
the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate. We know therefore from the outset that it will
be impossible for our poet to dissociate Prthviraja’s life story from these events. Telling a
story about Prthviraja’s fame cannot remain without casting some spots of blame. In
other words, even when being immersed in the triumphant part the reader is eagerly
awaiting the ‘tragic turn’, while looking out for clues that might explain the inevitable
shift from fortune to misfortune.

And indeed, the very first verse of the third chapter again drops the word ‘sleepy’
(Sayalum). Somewhat paradoxically perhaps, the repetition of this word wakes or shakes
the reader from the dream-like brilliance from the preceding cantos. Let me quote the
three opening verses which form one grammatical and thematic unit (- which I will split
in three sentences):

It happened that the Western kings had enough of the persecutions

of Shahabuddin, the Saka who was speedily spreading out

the whole wide and sleepy Earth-surface in his own hand.

They put someone forward who, by bringing joy to the entire, real Earth,

was leading his own name to its true meaning:

the illustrious Candraraja -the Moon King -whose stage

was bestowed by the city of Gopacala (Gwalior).

And then, with high speed, they resorted to the entrance

of Prthviraja’s abode - the one who had conquered his enemies with the strength of his arms -
bringing with them elephants as strategic gifts, with the rut (mada)

° Thus, king Durlabharaja in 2.28, and Vivala in 2.37.
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dripping from their globes, making wet some parts of the Earth.™

These verses inaugurate the long-awaited tragic turn. To fully appreciate the tragic turn
of the first verse it is worth zooming in on the chosen imagery and words, and their poetic
effect. The all-important word sleepy (Sayalum) is clearly underlined by its placement
right after the first metrical pause, and its meaning reinforced by the alliterative
succession of the soft (and sleepy?) sibilant sounds sa-sa-$a-sva-$a-$a, and through the
overall harmonious repetition of syllables continuing in the third pada (atha prathiyas
tarasd rasdyas talam Sayalum sva-$aye Sakena sahabadinena vitanvatdlam." This harmony is
audibly interrupted by the word that follows the metrical pause: upadrutah “oppressed”(-
thus talam - pause - Saydlum, has a very different ring than talam - pause - upadrutah in the
second line). Taken together with the previous ‘sleepiness’ (Sayalutam) six verses earlier
(2.84), this verse introduces the first of many reversals in the poem. Laksmi, Visnu’s wife,
who had descended on earth to sleep in the hand or bed (saya) of Prthviraja, is probably
going to sleep with Shahabuddin - the imagery used is the same.”

These verses need some further unpacking if we want to understand and appreciate
the layered texture of this new, monumental opening, marking a clear break from the
preceding two cantos. It introduces four important male characters, who all have a special
relationship to the female Earth (rasd, bhiimi, dhatri, prthvi). We have the anonymous and
oppressed “western kings” (pascima-bhiimipala), who are no longer capable of performing
their royal role as “protectors of the earth” (bhiimi-pala). This is because their oppressor,
the Saka king, is making the whole earth sleep in his own hand or bed (aya). Then we
have the Moon King, Candraraja, associated with Gwalior - about which more below -
who truly gladdens the complete earth. And finally, we have king Prthviraja, whose very

1 atha prathiyas tarasa rasayas talam $ayalum sva-$aye $akena |

sahabadinena vitanvatalam upadrutah pa$cima-bhiimipalah ||3.1||

ahladanenakhila-bhiita-dhatrya yatharthatam nama nijam nayantam |

gopacala-dranga-vitirna-rangam §ri-candra-rajam purato nidhaya |[3.2||

upayananita-mahebha-kumbha-galan-madardrikrta-bhiimi-bhagam |

bhejur bhujérja-vijitari-prthvirajalaya-dvaram udara-vegah ||3.3||

" The soft sibilants indeed may sound ‘sleepy’. This is similar to Germanic languages like the Dutch
“in slaap sussen” (to make someone sleep by using soft words). By contrast, the more playful sound ‘I’, which
in succession typically imitates the wagging, ‘lolling’, or swaying sound of playful back and forth movements,
as in Sanskrit words for playing, lal, las, lild, lola, etc. Thus, in a verse like 4.10 we almost hear the playful
movements of the dancing girls in Hariraja’s court when they start to dance, “enticing the eyes of men, with
their shining beauty and playful movements” or lasal-lavanya-lilabhir loka-locana-lobhanah.

2 The imagery might contain a subtle dig at the Chauhan king, whose name means ‘king of the earth’
(prthvi-rdja). Like the king’s symbolic relation to Laksmi, he is also indeed the husband, enjoyer and protector
of the earth (prthvi-pati, bhi-pati, etc.). Now we learn that Shahabuddin is carrying out that role, he is putting
the exhausted, ‘sleepy earth’ to rest in his hand/bed, saya. Shahabuddin, moreover, is presented in 3.10 as an
incarnation of Visnu himself, namely as Parasurama (bhargavo) born again to kill all the warriors.
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name means “King of the Earth”. Interestingly, the oppressed kings from the west have
arrived at his gate with elephants, whose rutting globes - a symbol of intoxication and
uncontrolled virility - are making wet parts of the earth (bhimi-bhagam).

All this imagery, with its clear emphasis on the Earth - and her juiciness, which may
also be audible in the words and imagery chosen (tarasa rasayas talam, galan-madérdrikrta-
bhiimi) - has a purpose. Like SrT’s symbolic relation to the king, the Earth too represents
another wife of him. The king is a protector, supporter and enjoyer of the earth (bhaimi-
pala, bhi-bhrt, bhii-bhuj, etc.). All this is suggested in this verse, which unmistakably plays
with the meaning of Prthviraja’s name “King of the Earth”. The second verse indeed
makes explicit the importance of rendering true one’s name - a major concern
throughout HMK, not always in a positive sense. Implicitly these opening verses confront
us with this question: will Prthviraja, like Candraraja of Gwalior, be able to live up to the
meaning of his name and gladden the earth? Or will she dry up during his reign? In short,
the opening verses thus subtly signal a break from the idealistic descriptions of the
preceding two cantos. From the third canto onward, we enter the phase in the Chauhan
clan’s long history where the brilliance of Royal Fortune will begin to wane or dry up, like
a pond in the “hot season” (3.5), as I show below.

Two elements are worth some closer consideration: the clear nod to Nayacandra’s
present context of Gwalior, and the intertextual modeling on Kalidasa’s poetry. Let me
start with the former. I would dare to suggest, that our poet Naya-candra “the Moon of
Leadership/Wisdom” subtly inscribes himself in the second verse through the spokesman
Candrar3ja “the Moon king”, “whose stage was granted by the city of Gwalior”, and who
was leading (nayantam) his name to his true meaning by gladdening the entire (akhila) and
real (bhiita) - or entirely real - earth. This Candraraja of Gwalior is clearly not a “normal
king”. In verse 3.6 it is said that the brightness of his teeth completely took away the pride
of the Moon’s Splendor (candra-s$ri-garva). As he spoke, “it was as if he was spreading out
the radiant waves from the milky ocean of speech, shining from his heart” (hrdy-ullasad-
van-maya-dugdha-sindhor avistarayams tarataran ivérmi). For sure, this is not a king, not
even a Tomar king - they are strikingly absent from Nayacandra’s history of the
Chauhans.” He looks more like a poet, a man of speech, whose words are strikingly
reminiscent of Kalidasa’s verses. This brings me to my second point.

The reader, familiar with Kalidasa, would indeed immediately hear a modelling on the
second canto of his epic Kumarasambhava, which continues throughout the first part of
this canto. In Kalidasa’s poem the gods are in distress by the demon Taraka. They
approach Brahma to make an end to his suffering, placing Indra - the king of the gods -

13 See my discussion on this point in section 5.2 “Dangerous allusions and delusions: the Tomar’s
absence in the Chauhan past?” in chapter five.
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in front.* Nayacandra purposefully mirrors the scene. Nayacandra’s Shahabuddin is
modelled on Kalidasa’s Taraka, his anonymous ‘western kings’ are Kalidasa’s gods;
Nayacandra’s curious character called Candraraja, the “King of the Moon” is Kalidasa’s
Indra, the king of the gods, (2.1) or perhaps rather Brhaspati, the Lord of Speech (vacaspati,
2.30), preceptor of the gods; and finally Prthviraja seems to play the role of Brahma, who
will offer his help to end the suffering. This modelling works, more or less, in the first
part of this canto. But the roles seem to be somehow inverted in the second part.
Evidently this is because a Siva-like Shahabuddin eventually defeats a sleepy (and demon-
like?) Prthviraja.

Let me briefly elaborate on how Nayacandra purposefully adopts Kalidasa’s imagery,
but intensifies it, expands on it and inverts it. The problem of sleep thus also occurs in
Kumarasambhava right in the beginning, in verse 2.2, which describes the withering
Splendor of the god’s faces (parimlana-mukha-sriyam). Fortunately, they are made to shine
again by Brahma’s appearance, which is like the sun to the pond with sleeping lotuses
(sarasam supta-padmanam). 1t first looks like Prthviraja will play a similar shining,
awakening role. Like Kalidasa’s Brahma in 2.19, Nayacandra’s Prthviraja asks about the
reason behind their loss of SrT:

When Prthviraja saw their sad faces, he asked his servants:
Why, like ponds in the Time of summer, don’t these kings display their splendor (sriyam)?*

Importantly, Prthviraja’s ominous question implicitly re-introduces Time as the
scorching heat of the submarine mare (vadava). Thus, the expression for the “time of
summer” (kale nidagha-samjfie), which dries up the pond-like Splendor of kings, may be
evoking the Vedic myth of Samjfia, the wife of the Sun. She is said to have assumed the
form of a mare to escape the Sun’s burning heat (nidagha), to perform tapas - austerities,
which generates inner heat - elsewhere.* Interestingly indeed, the answer Prthviraja will
get to his question is that Shahabuddin’s self-generated ‘heat’ is scorching the earth:

By the power of his austerities

Shahabuddin, the Saka king - lord of the earth -

has gained supreme virility.

As it were like the comet Dhiimaketu, he is born again to bring ruin
to the warrior race on this earth.”

4 Kumarasambhava 2.1

15 dindnanams tan pravilokya prthvirajas tatah par§va-caran uvaca |
kale saramsiva nidagha-samjfie $riyam kim ete dadhate na bhiipah ||3.5|
1e See Doniger 1971: 15-17 for the myth of Safijia.

V7 tapah-prabhavarjita-varya-viryah $ahabadinah $aka-medininah |
upaplavayajani dhiima-ketur ivAvanau bahuja-mandalanam ||3.7]|
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Let me note again that this verse purposefully resonates with Kalidasa’s description of
the demon Taraka in 2.32, who was given a boon by Brahma that he could only be slain by
a son of Siva (the supreme ascetic). Ultimately, however, the adopted template doesn’t
work. There’s a deliberate dissonance. Although Prthviraja will spread forth his Srf, then
triumph and fulfill his promise of protection, it is the Chauhan king who eventually ends
up being defeated. In fact, Candraraja, the spokesman of Gwalior, compares Shahabuddin
to the powerful Siva himself, destroyer of the three cities (3.12). And indeed, Shahabuddin
will defeat Prthviraja by means of a trick involving a female horse, a mare called
Natdrambha, “The Beginning of Dance” (3.58), which is also found in the prabandha
literature.™

Let us have a closer look at how Nayacandra models this first tragic transformation,
because its ‘logic’ will repeat itself throughout the poem. He structures the story of
Prthviraja according to how his story was remembered at his time, namely as a triumph-
turned-defeat story. The Chauhan king’s initial victory over Shahabuddin - typically
remembered as a set of victories - was shortly followed by his tragic death, the fall of
Ajmer, and the establishment of Sultanate rule in Delhi. It is in accordance with this well-
known story, as it is told in some prabandha texts, that Nayacandra structures the third
canto into two parts, a story about the Chauhan king’s victory, followed by a story about
his defeat. Nayacandra’s version, however, contains many audible silences, which must
have been clear to Nayacandra’s early-fifteenth century audience. This has to do with the
fact that at this time Prthviraja was clearly not remembered for his heroic virtues.” I will
return to this point.

18 The episode of the dancing horse may therefore have been borrowed from narrative material
preserved in the Jain prabandha literature, which contains a similar episode about a horse called Natdrambha.
The Prthvirdjaprabandha (edited or rather compiled in Jinavijaya 1936: 86-7, from a mss. P from 1470 and B
from the early sixteenth c.), may have actually inspired Nayacandra’s own account of Prthviraja, or vice
versa, as evidenced by the many shared details. The story similarly pokes fun at Prthviraja’s sleepiness. The
prabandha is much more direct in its criticism. For example, right before the battle with Shahabuddin,
“Prthviraja fell asleep. For ten days no one could wake him up. Everyone who wakes him up, is put to death.”
(atha prthvirajah prasuptah dindani 10 para ko ‘pi na jagarayati/ yo jagarayati tam marayati). He also “runs off after
mounting his horse Natirambha” (natarambhasve aruhya pranastah), but the horse returns to dance (turago
narttitum pravrtto) when the enemy sounds the instruments. Given the late date of the prabandha manuscript,
it may also be possible that the author of this story had borrowed from Nayacandra’s poem. Cynthia Talbot
has recently discussed these similarities and difference in these texts, also noting that some borrowing must
have occurred (2016: 54-6).

¥ A point that is also emphasized in Talbot 2016. She draws attention to Prthviraja’s early literary
trajectory as an incompetent ‘sleepy’ ruler, while highlighting that a shift toward a much more positive
portrayal took place with the composition of Prthvirdjardaso. This textual tradition, which is the main focus
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Let me start by explaining how this ‘triumph-turned-defeat’ narrative logic works. The
triumphant part is already tragic in the sense that it is loaded with a deep tension of what
is called dramatic irony or the irony of fate: the dramatic effect on the reader when
experiencing the gap between his or her knowledge of the plot and the character’s
ignorance of the fatal effects of his acts, words and choices.” It is this tension that makes
up much of the charm of tragic plots. The audience perceives the hero’s initial success
from an uneasy distance. After all, we know what the rejoicing protagonist doesn’t,
namely that his triumph will not last. Each time Nayacandra deliberately exploits the
irony of the inevitable twist of fortune. For example, in one later episode the Chauhan
victory drums literally signal the upcoming defeat.” In Prthvirdja’s story the ironic
reversal is exploited through the imagery of a peacock. The context is as follows. When
the Chauhan king is confronted with Shahabuddin’s destructive campaigns west of his
kingdom, he heroically proclaims that he will capture Shahabuddin with a special martial
“peacock-lock”. The episode is framed as a heroic promise to protect the western kings
who have arrived at the Chauhan capital - there may be a nod here also to the traditional
plot of the Hammira legend. Thus, Prthviraja, instigated by Candraraja’s speech,
proclaims with a (blinding?) over-confidence:

“I'm not born in the Chauhan dynasty
unless I capture him with the peacock-lock,
and throw him at your lotus-feet.”

This the king promised.?

Prthvirdja clearly takes pride in his Chauhan ancestry. And with good reason - in the
context of the poem -: before him his predecessors appear to have never lost a battle. But
we can already sense the inevitable reversal. We know that Prthviraja will eventually be
captured. Nevertheless, Prthviraja wins the ensuing battle, and therefore “duly fulfilled
his promise” (apapurat svam vidhi-vat pratijfiam), after having captured Shahabuddin with
the use of trickery (prasahya kimcic chalam akalayya, 3.43) - his peacock-lock? In fact, the
whole first triumph part doesn’t really read like the actual completion or fulfillment of

of her work, “entirely alters the significance of Prithviraj [...] through its lavish praise of the king and his
followers, who are presented as the epitome of Indian warriorhood” (p. 67).

% Colebrook 2005: 14-15, who notes that this effect was not labeled as irony until the nineteenth
century.

21 This happens in canto nine where Hammira’s general Bhimasimha as it were ‘invites’ the dispersed
but yet unconquered enemy to kill him by signaling victory with the drums looted from the enemy. The
episode is discussed in chapter three.

2 mayiira-bandhena nibandhya nainam padaravinde yadi vah ksipami |

jato ‘nvaye tarhi na cahamane iti pratijfiam akaron naresah ||3.15||
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Prthviraja’s promise or fate. There are, again, several clues signaling the reversal, and
Prthviraja’s upcoming confusion. Perhaps his shaky confusion can already be heard in the
verse immediately following his heroic promise:

Then, with his Splendor spread forth, and with his victory
fixed in the constellation (yoga) of all the auspicious planets
he marched forth, shaking

with desire to churn his adversaries,

with the flux of his mind un-

confused.”

The idea is that Prthviraja is shaking (cafican) with martial desire, because, he desires - as
it were - “to churn” his enemies (matha, also “killing”, but from math).* We may wonder
whether Prthviraja’s mind-flux (citta-vrtti) is also (already) being churned, and that his
victory is not entirely fixed in the ‘constellation’ (yoga) of planets.” Indeed, Nayacandra
ambiguously presents Prthviraja’s state of mind as ‘un-confused’ or a-vyakula, whereby
the negating a phonetically disappears in the instrumental ending of the preceding word.

The real shift comes later. This is how Nayacandra introduces the first dangerous
rupture in the Chauhan dynasty’s Fortune. It comes after Prthvirdja ‘completed’ his
promise to capture Shahabuddin and took away his pride:

After giving him clothes with a brilliance attractive even to the gods, the king released him,
thinking: “If T kill him, who indeed would again desire to perform [with me] on the stage of battle
without deception (a-mdayaya)?”*

In this way, at seven separate occasions
the king interrupted the stage of battle
and completely subdued the Yavana king.
He withered away, and became exhausted,
that greatly malicious man.”

2 tatas tata-$rih $ubha-kari-sarva-grahe vilagne vijaye ca yoge |

cacala cafican pratipanthi-matha-cikirsayavyakula-citta-vrttih |[3.16||

21 take cafican instead of caficat- in the edition. This is what the commentary has, as well as the
unedited manuscript from Jodhpur. The commentator glosses it as dipyamanah “shining, flickering”, which
also connotes the perceived trembling movement of caric., but doesn’t resonate with the imagery of churning
in this verse.

» There may be a nod here to Patafjali’s famous definition of yoga.

% yasamsi datva sura-loka-lobhi-mahamsi tasma iti rad mumoca |

hate ‘tra ko nama punar vidhitsur amayaya sangara-rangam evam ||3.45||

7 prthak-prthak-sangara-ranga-bhangyéttham sapta-krtvah ksitivasavena |

vinirjito ‘sau yavanivani$o mamlau ca jaglau ca bhréam nréamsah |[3.46||
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We have encountered Prthviraja’s “tragic flaw”. He seems to be too good, too courageous
(sattva) perhaps. Or maybe rather, he loves fighting. He loves it so much that he decides to
capture and release his enemy seven times, and thus repeatedly breaks off the ‘real’
martial union. The word bhangi, “interruption or break”, is crucial here. We can even
literally hear the break, because of an ‘incorrect’ metrical split in the word rupture itself.
The caesura (yati) thus falls where the ending of bhangya goes over into the next word
ittham, something that would be considered a fault (dosa) in the used meter.® The
‘incorrect’ caesura breaks the harmonious repetition of the preceding words: prthak
prthak sangara-ranga bhangye-| pause|-ttham. (And the word prthak itself may be suggestive
of the upcoming ‘separation’).

This verse almost literally opens up the first of many subsequent ruptures in the poem,
signaling LaksmT’s inevitable disappearance from the Chauhan camp. The idea is that
killing one’s ‘beloved’ enemy would deprive the Chauhan kings of the joy of fighting with
a great warrior like Shahabuddin, his only match who -according to the Chauhan king -
fights without deceit (a-mayaya). This somehow entails an unnecessary prolonging of the
war, creating a pause or break as it were, so he can fight him again in the future. Hammira
is going to repeat this tragic choice, using almost exactly the same argument when given
the opportunity to kill his enemy Alauddin: “if he is killed here, with whom then will I
have fun in battle?” (hate’tradma ramsye ‘ham kena samgare, 13.36.)* In both episodes there
may be some latent erotic tension, which often becomes explicit in other battle scenes.
Importantly, Nayacandra will later denounce this martial behavior as resulting from a
shaking ‘itch’ for battle, for killing - for the sake of killing.* Moreover, this behavior is
linked to overconfidence and selfishness. Both Chauhan kings indeed deem themselves
invincible. They think that they can take such risks.

The reader of course knows better. Contrary to the Chauhan king’s assumption that
Shahabuddin fights without deceit, the physically exhausted Saka king is mentally more
clever. He will thus actually resort to the use of deception (mdya), which after all is the
name of the game.” The rest of the canto clearly stresses the fatal nature of Prthviraja’s
blind overconfidence in his strength, and his foolish choice to release Shahabuddin again
and again. The irony gradually deepens as we move toward the end. In verse 3.52 we learn
how Prthviraja makes fun of Shahabuddin’s return, boasting that he defeated him
hundred times. He considers him reckless (capala), like a child holding on to his ego

%1 got this idea when reading this verse with Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao who immediately noted this
fault in the meter, saying that Nayacandra made a mistake.

»T'm not sure how to translate ama.

%0 See chapter three.

311 elaborate on this at the end of section 4.4.
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(aharikara). Thinking this way, he decides to counter him “with only a small retinue”
(tuccha-paricchado ‘pi). From the reader’s perspective, however, it becomes clear that
Prthviraja acts recklessly. He is blinded by over-confidence. He thinks he is invincible,
and proceeds with only a small army. But the reader has already learned about
Shahabuddin’s regained strength, and his successful capture of the nearby city of Delhi
(3.50). And immediately after Prthviraja’s fatal thoughts, we learn about Shahabuddin’s
deceitful plan to bribe Prthviraja’s horse-master and musicians with gifts of gold (3.54).
They will deceive the king during the subsequent attack, in the early morning, at the
moment of twilight, when there is only a little light (prakasa-kalpe, 3.56). The commentary
makes explicit that this means an “attack on sleeping men” (sauptikam), reminiscent of
the apocalyptic tenth book of the Mahabharata where the sleeping Pandava camp is
slayed. But it is also clearly suggestive of Prthviraja’s legendary sleepiness in other stories
at the time, his inability to control his senses. Let us briefly consider how this leads to the
crucial scene of Prthviraja’s dancing horse Natdrambha, “Beginning of Dance” and his
subsequent captivity and death.

The battle had commenced on all sides. The master of horses, nudged by the Saka, gave a horse to
the king, named Natarambha, which he was eager to mount. Those musicians with their minds
seized by the Saka noticed that he had mounted that horse. They then started to play those
instruments that were beloved by the best of heroes, the mrdanga, bhert and other drums. The
sounds of these instruments put to shame the deep rumbling of swollen clouds. The horse heard
this and started to dance like a peacock. Instantly the king became bewildered. “Hold steady! Don’t
despair!” Participating in such speeches, the yavanas - like sparrows a snake - quickly encircled
him, who was in such a state, confused as to what to do.*

Although Prthviraja - the king of the earth (bhii-pati) manages to put up a last heroic fight
before he falls and gets tied up (3.64), the symbolic significance of this crucial episode can
hardly be underestimated. The bewildered (vi-laksah, literally “without aim”, 3.60) and
confused (miidha) king is not able to control this prancing horse. This horse indeed looks
like the embodiment of Prthviraja’s uncontrolled senses, his blinding pride, over-
confidence and martial lust. The female horse named Natdrambha, “Beginning of Dance”

* pravarttamane samare samantac chakena nunnena tadasvapena |
turangamas tena nrpaya natirambhabhidhano ‘$vayate dadanah ||3.58||

tam a$vam artidham amum vibhavya $akatta-citta atha tauryikas te |
avivadan vira-vara-priyani mrdanga-bheri-patahadikani ||3.59)|
abhyunnatdmbhodhara-dhira-garji-vitarjinam tiirya-ravam nisamya |
pranartitum barhinavat pravrtte tarksye vilaksah ksanam asa bhiipah ||3.60||
bhaja sthiratvam vraja ma visadam ity ukti-bhajo yavana javena |
kimkaryata-miidham amum tatha-stham avestayan drak cataka ivahim||3.61]|
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can be said to symbolically inaugurate the beginning of the Chauhan’s waning Splendor,
a tragic history of overly proud kings unable to yoke their horse-like senses. In short, a
king who promises to capture his enemy with a particular martial lock named after the
peacock (mayiira-bandhena, 3.15) ends up dead because of a trick involving a horse that
dances like a peacock (3.61). The peacock and dance imagery will powerfully resonate
throughout the poem. Let me already note that the tragedy of Hammira’s story is also
introduced by a dancing girl called Dharadevi “The Queen of Flow” - or the queen of the
Paramara capital “Dara”. She is trained by the unjustly blinded and castrated minister
Dharmasimha “Lion Dharma”, an adept in Bharata’s Natyasastra, to deceive Hammira and
avenge injustice.

This dancing queen can be said to play the symbolic role of Hammira’s misplaced
attention, his unwillingness to pay attention to his more important symbolic wife Royal
Fortune, who also likes to play and dance. Dharadevi thus makes an ominous return at
the beginning of the penultimate thirteenth canto, at the height of Hammira’s hubris,
when after two days of fighting he starts festivities in the fort.» As usual, the shift is
announced by the ominous time marker “the other day” (anyada, 13.1). After describing
the enjoyments of the men at court, and learning for example, how (the would-be-traitor)
“Ratipala (Protector of Pleasure) was laughing and laughing as he brought pleasure to the
assembly” (hasam hdsam srjan gosthim ratipalo ratim dadhau) we are suddenly told in 13.17
to

Look how that dancer Dharadevi started to dance!*

The whole subsequent dancing scene, where she apparently dances in defiance to
Alauddin’s nearby encampment, may be really intended to break Hammira’s over-
confidence and excessive pride of the previous canto. Interesting to note is that her
gestures are said to quiver like blossoms of the “creeper of delusion” (mohana-vratateh,
13.18), and that she was performing the most beautiful “peacock posture” (mayurdsana-
bandhena, 13.23). The whole episode is clearly meant to echo the ironic reversal in
Prthvirdja’s story. A skilled archer in Alauddin’s camp shoots her from the ramparts,
causing the king and others to become instantly “marked by bewilderment” (vailaksya-

3 In the preceding canto we learn that Hammira, “loaded with intense joy and excessive pride” (harsa-
prakarsam ati-manam udvahan, 12.3) laughed at Alauddin’s arrival, boasting that there’s plenty of food in the
fort (12.4). Alauddin therefore seems to realize that his army, which encircled the fort, is disadvantaged. He
seems to be asking for peace, when telling Hammira that he can ask whatever he wants. But Hammira, the
greatest ksatriya (ksatréttamo) explains that for brave warriors (dosmatam) there’s no greater wish than war
or battle (ayodhanad, 12.6). Alauddin, similarly cast as the greatest Saka (sakéttamah), grants Hammira his
wish, praising the warrior’s vow (ksatra-vrate stuti-mukho, 12.7).

% ...pravrtta nartitum dharadevi sétpasya nartakt
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laksitah, 13.33), just like “king (Prthviraja) instantly became bewildered, when the horse
started to dance like a peacock” (pranartitum barhinavat pravrtte tarksye vilaksah ksanam asa
bhiipah, 3.60). In other words, Prthviraja’s dancing horse Natarambha clearly makes her
return in Hammira’s tragedy as Dharmasimha’s dancing girl Dharadevi. And so does
Prthviraja’s delusional reasoning, as explained before.

It is worth noting, briefly, that the whole scene of Dharadevi’s dance, vividly described
in the opening verses (13.1-38) of Nayacandra’s thirteenth canto, becomes a trope in
famous later poems like Padmanabha’s Kanhadade-prabandha (1455) and Jayasi’s Padmavat
(1540). T would argue that the authors of these poems purposefully model the story of
their main heroes along the lines of the Hammira legend.*

In the case of Nayacandra’s version of Prthviraja’s story, all the recurrent ironies and
ambivalences do not mean that the Chauhan king emerges as completely foolish king,
unworthy of praise and respect. Nayacandra’s account of this (in)famous Chauhan king is
somehow unique in the sense that it attempts to cover up his well-known flaws - his
legendary pleasure-addiction with his wife, the mistreatment of his minister, his conflict
with Jayacandra, the conditions of his death. But the whole canto clearly ends on a dark
and ambivalent note, which is suggestive of Prthviraja’s flawed vision on dharma, what is
right. Thus, during his captivity, Shahabuddin is asked by someone to return the favor,
and release Prthviraja just once (3.69). The Saka king refuses and explains that this is
precisely the conduct that leads to the loss of kingship. He clearly makes fun of those who
hold on to a chivalric code, dictating to capture and release one’s enemy again and again.
He thus explains that this is why they call them (ete)- the Hindus (hinduka) according to
the commentator - “those from whom the secret doctrine of kingship is running away”
(vidravad-rajanyakdpanisadas, 3.70). Especially interesting is the general human wisdom
(arthdntara-nyasa) concluding the episode (3.71).

Alas, alas! Everywhere, the lowest men are blind and deaf
in distinguishing between proper or improper acts.*

%5 A variation of the scene occurs in Kanhadade-prabandha, on p. 40-41 in the translation by Bhatnagar
1991. This parallel and the trope itself is briefly discussed in Michael Bednar’s dissertation (2007: 228-9),
reflecting on its significance as an “attempt to strip or regain honor” (230). Aditya Behl (2012: 206, emphasis
added) has observed how in Jayasi’s famous Padmavat “[t]he sequence of events that follows [the shooting of
the dancing girl episode] is taken directly from the Rajput poetic accounts of the siege of Ranthambhor as
exemplified in texts such as Nayacandra suri’s Hammira mahakavya.” It is also one of the core scenes depicted
in a series of early nineteenth century court paintings illustrating the story of Hamirhath “Hammira’s
obstinacy”. In the conclusion to this dissertation I elaborate on my view that the story of Hammira may have
provided the basic narrative template of many post-fifteenth century Rajput tales.

% . karyakarya-vicaranindha-badhira ha ha ‘dhamah sarvatah
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The reader is left to wonder, whether this critique applies to Prthviraja, or Shahabuddin,
or both. Again, the imagery of deafness and blindness will resonate throughout the poem,
mostly to reveal the stupidity and delusion (moha) of the Chauhan side, their lack of right
discernment (viveka), which is also implicit in this verse. At the end of the poem it is even
used to dig at the delusions of Nayacandra’s intended audience (14.15), in whose ears and
eyes there is always something that is prancing around (valgati, 14.14).” We do learn in
this canto that Prthviraja, the head-ornament of the garland of kings, reaches eternal
bliss in heaven, after managing to call to mind, to his firm mind (sthira-mands), that which
Shaivas call ‘Siva’, Buddhists call ‘Sugata’, and Jains call omniscience (3.72). In other
words, Prthviraja’s story ends how it started, namely by resuming the idealistic tone of
the first triumphant part.

The point is that there is something odd about this idealistic framing, an audible
dissonance. I will show that Nayacandra, in fact, is playfully postponing the critique
associated with Prthviraja’s story. It will gradually spread to the story of his descendants,
and infect the story of Hammira, the main hero, one of the most popular historical heroes
at the time. But unlike Prthviraja, he won’t be saved from more explicit criticism.
Prthviraja’s tragedy only forms the tragic-heroic prelude to the more tragi-comic
histories of his descendants, who will repeat his tragedy, in distinct ways. Each time a
king will fall victim to a fatal state of ‘sleepiness’, which takes many different forms. It
will also become harder to accept the ‘truthfulness’ of the heroic framing, that it does
more than repeating the clichés of royal panegyric, which may intensify the darker side
of the ‘real’, tragic story of kingship.

2.3 Debunking the heroic frame

From Prthviraja’s story onwards, HMK becomes more explicit in highlighting the failures
and flaws of ‘sleepy’ Chauhan kings. (Or perhaps rather, several of Prthviraja’s well-
known traditional flaws are being displaced to his lesser known descendants.) His brother
Hariraja thus falls victim to an obsession with dancing girls (narttikis), sent to him by an
anonymous but illustrious ($r7) Gurjara king to increase the Chauhan king’s satisfaction
(4.2). Unfortunately, Hariraja’s eyes and mind drown in the ocean of their beauty (dsam
lavanya-varidhau magne drg-manasi, 4.11). Neglecting his duties as a king, Hariraja’s
subjects “instantly turned their affection away for him, like a beautiful woman from an

%7 See my discussion of this canto in chapter four.
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ugly man” (virajyante sma tasmat srak stritama durbhagad iva, 4.15) and abandoned his
service (tasya sevam ahdsisuh, 4.24).

Kingship, indeed, is all a matter of attraction and gaining the affection of the right
people - or the right woman - by cultivating the right royal qualities. The beautiful and
charming Lady Fortune will turn away from a king who neglects his primary duty, that is
securing the well-fare of the kingdom and its citizens. This logic will be fleshed out in
detail in the speech of Hammira’s father Jaitrasimha in the eighth canto. We could also
quote the earlier ominous words of another sleepy Chauhan king. On his deathbed king
Prahladana explains that the ‘cause’ of Royal Fortune is a triple set: valor, wisdom and
prudence (Sauryam buddhir avisvaso rajyasri-karanam trayam, 4.74). It ominously
foreshadows the death of his son Viranarayana, his reckless (capalye, 4.75) and gullible
successor, who will get tricked into defeat by Jalaluddin (- historically speaking, the first
Khalji ruler and uncle of Alauddin, Hammira’s enemy). It is for him that Prahladana’s
wisdom on Royal Fortune is meant. The verse hints rather explicitly at the recurrent
problem throughout the poem. The Chauhan heroes typically lack the mindful qualities,
“wisdom” (buddhi) and “prudence” (a-visvasa, literally “non-trust”). Throughout HMK we
are reminded of the important connection between the maintenance of Fortune and
these ‘wakeful” qualities, the kind of alertness, inner activeness and wisdom which allows
one to deceive and see through deceit. Like the protagonists the reader too is put to the
test of seeing through deceits, guises, ambiguities, detect suspicious silences, and
appreciate the alluring effects of irony.

For example, the seemingly virtuous ruler Prahladana falls victim due to his excessive
desire to hunt, that dangerous royal activity, to which Nayacandra in one verse refers
with the pejorative term paparddhim, “that which thrives on sin” (4.70). He dies,
somewhat ironically, after killing a sleeping lion. This ‘achievement’ of killing a sleepy
lion stirs up another lion who attacks the king from behind and fatally injures him (4.64-
65). We get the impression that it is the king himself who is in a state of sleep. This is yet
another variation of Prthviraja’s triumph-turned-defeat story. Like in Prthviraja’s story
the whole hunting scene is described in highly ominous, ‘tremulous’ imagery. In 4.51
Prahladana makes the earth shake (vihvalayann) with his marching soldiers, who are
compared to “oceans, whirling at the end of time” (samudrair iva kalpdnta-bhrantair). He
himself is described in 4.52 as “madly desirous of having fun” (nrpo ‘bhiid rantum unmanah)
after seeing the forest trees, as if they were beautiful women captivating his mind (mano-
harah). In 4.54 Some of his soldiers are described as “addicted to the hunting ground”
(akheta-lampatah), “their feet transgressing the Bull (of virtue) like violent companions of
Siva” (chivanuga raudra vrsdllanghana-janighikah). Such imagery of excess runs throughout
the poem. As with the story of Prthviraja’s dancing horse or Hariraja’s dancing girls, we
get the impression that Prahladana is similarly putting all his energy into having fun
(rantum) with the wrong woman.
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Importantly, something happens to the heroic frame when reading all these stories.
After Prthviraja’s story it becomes harder for the reader to ‘believe’ in the clichés from
the idealistic descriptions which each time enclose the more actualized, tragic story of
their kingship. The tragic story is thus sandwiched between an introduction praising the
king as the most virtuous ruler and a ‘conclusion’ telling that the king reached heaven.

How to make sense of such discrepancies? It is worth comparing this with what
Narayana Rao, David Shulman and Sanjay Subrahmanyam have observed in their book
Textures of Time (2001) about an early nineteenth-century historical kavya narrating the
tragic death of the Vijayanagaram king Vijaya Rama Raju against the British company.
They explain how the poet-historian repeatedly juxtaposes an inflated heroic rhetoric
with a more realist style where a tragic mode prevails, building up to “an incongruous
conflation of levels” which make it seem that “the poet himself seems not to believe in
his own heroic clichés; he purposely allows them to sound hollow and surreal.”* In their
analysis of this poem, the authors of Textures of Time suggest that the emptiness in content
value does not mean that passages of inflated heroism and ideals do not serve a literary
purpose within the dynamic flow of the narrative as a whole. They argue that they
intensify the realistic narration, making it more striking or sharp: “[d]eliberate
dissonance triggers a certain stark clairvoyance”.” Johan Huizinga, in his wonderful
Herfstij der Middeleeuwen (“Autumn of the Middle Ages”, 1919), has observed something
similar about the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century French chronicles composed by poet-
historians in service of the French kings and the dukes of Burgundy. He explains how the
authors of these texts start by proclaiming that they are about to praise the glorious
deeds, bravery and martial feats of historical heroes.* But no one seems to hold on to this
intent. The texts tend to transform into tales of greed, cruelty and wickedness, critically
exposing the human obsession with fame, glory and power. Huizinga observes how some
authors as it were occasionally pick up the heroic tone of their narrative, as if they had
briefly forgotten their self-proclaimed chivalric intent to praise the glorious deeds of the
historical actors.*

I would argue that in HMK a similar dissonance between idealistic and ‘real’ tragic
registers similarly recurs, again and again, serving a similar, contrasting effect. For
example, Prthviraja’s brother Hariraja is thus first extravagantly praised in the
conventional style of royal panegyric. We thus learn that in comparison to the illustrious
whiteness of his fame everything else appears dark (3.78). His shining army subdues all

% Rao et al. 2001: 91.

* Tbid.

“° Huizinga 1975 [1919]: 60.
“ibid.
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his enemies during his conquest of the four directions (digvijaya, 3.79-82). He is praised as
a king who makes his own subjects prosper (4.1). But the subsequent tragic turn in the
second verse of the fourth canto, announced by the marker “the other day” (anyedyur,
4.2), introduces the reader to the more real, less idealized, actualized story of his kingship.
The shift is almost immediate. Hariraja is portrayed as a pleasure addict who doesn’t care
for his subjects. Moreover, he is cast as a fearful coward who jumps into the fire with his
queens as soon as he sees Shahabuddin approaching, without putting up a fight (4.18-19)
In this sense he is very much unlike Hammira, the main protagonist of the poem, but
perhaps very much like Prthviraja and Jayacandra in some accounts of the time.”
Nevertheless, the overall, underlying logic and message remains the same. There is
something wrong with their mind, with their way of thinking. Again, the general wisdom
concluding Harir3ja’s story in 4.19 proves instructive for the overall message of the poem:

Let the nature of men’s future fame be like their mind.*

The idea is that Hariraja did not gain posthumous fame, because what he did - or what he
thought - was not worthy of fame. Nayacandra seems to cast Hariraja as the scapegoat,
taking over the blame of Prthviraja’s legendary failure. It is after Hariraja “filled up the
heavenly world” (nakalokam-prne) and his retinue withered (amldstt, 4.20), that the Saka
king manages to take over the abandoned city of Ajmer (4.27). But Nayacandra’s strategy
to ‘save’ Prthviraja’s name is clear, and perhaps even meant to be see-through. After the
death of Hariraja, we suddenly learn that ‘fortunately’ Prthviraja had a grandson named
Govindaraja, who was banished (from Ajmer?) by his father (4.24) and had established a
kingdom in Ranthambhor. The verse is purposefully silent about how and why he was
banished, and who his father was; perhaps another strategy to save Prthviraja’s name?*

“21t is worth noting again that in one of these verses a famous image of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa is used,
6.67 about Indumatt’s “self-choice ceremony”, where she is compared a marching torch-flame (samcarini
dipasikhéva). 1 thank Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao for this reference.

1 discuss the stories about their traditional unheroic deaths in the chapter five, section 5.7. It is
possible that Nayacandra’s account of Hariraja’s unheroic death had a base in historical memory at the time.
Dasharatha Sharma (1975: 116) observes that in a contemporary Persian chronicle, the Taju-l-Ma-Asir,
Hariraja’s general Jaitra and probably his king too are said to have sacrificed themselves in the flames before
the fort fell. It may also suggest that Persian and Sanskrit accounts borrowed from each other. Dirk Kolff
(1990: 84) makes mention of a later Rajput oral epic connected to the Chauhan Hariraja, the Bagadavat
Mahagatha, where the topic of jauhar and sati is central too.

* bhavint yadrst kirtir matih syat tadrsi nrnam

5 Most sources say that Govindaraja was in fact Prthviraja’s son, not his grandson. He is said to have
been driven away from Ajmer by Harir3ja, after the enemy had installed Prthvirdja’s son as the tributary
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It can also be read as a comment or allusion to this tendency itself in historical poetry:
poetic strategies to put a positive - but audible -spin on not so ideal episodes in the life of
kings.* I will elaborate on this point in the next chapter, where I focus on the eighth canto.
There HMK’s parodic relation to the genre of historical biography (carita) becomes very -
and almost humorously - clear. In any case, the mention of Govindaraja signals a brief
restoration of Chauhan Fortune. In line with the recurrent imagery of the kingdom as a
pond, Hariraja’s former ministers portray Govindaradja as the goose (hamsa) of the
Chauhan dynasty:

Attached to that king, the goose in the pool of our lord’s dynasty,
we become a vessel of fame and may remain free from fear.”’

This verse too shows that Nayacandra is not really concerned with describing or praising
the rise (utpatti) and ‘purifying deeds’ of the great Chauhan kings, as he put it in the
prologue (1.26). Govindaraja is just a transitional character, marking the continuation of
the Chauhan line in Ranthambhor. This is only a temporary restoration of Fortune, which
again signals a somewhat dark hope. The ministers may remain free from fear. But we
know that they won’t.

2.4 Poetry’s life-affirming power: the story of Vagbhata,
“Warrior of Speech”

From the above discussion it might seem that Nayacandra presents a rather dark, and
perhaps pessimistic vision of kingship. But pessimism or political cynicism may not be
the right words to describe the tone and overall effect of the poem. I want to draw
attention to the fascinating story of the minister-turned king Vagbhata, “The Warrior of
(poetic) Speech” (vag-bhata). He is the only Chauhan ‘king’ who doesn’t succumb to tragic
blindness and successfully ends up establishing a stable reign. This man is the younger
brother of the hunt-lover Prahladana and minister to his reckless son Viranarayana. His
exceptional role in the poem is worthy of our attention. Nayacandra indeed took his time

king of Ajmer, see Sharma 1975: 115-6, who also explains how the Chauhans of Ranthambhor ruled as
feudatories of the early Delhi Sultanate (p.119), that is until the resistance of Hammira.

16 As discussed in Bronner’s reading (2010) of Bilhana’s Vikramarikadevacarita.

%7 sva-svami-vams$a-kasara-hamsam tam bhiipam asritah |

kirti-patri-bhavanto ‘vatisthemahy akuto-bhayah ||4.25||
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to tell the story of Vagbhata, the wise minister who is told by the foolish king
Viranarayana - who is his nephew - to mind his own business (4.99, translated below), but
ultimately saves the kingdom. He is introduced in 4.38 as Prahladana’s younger brother
and chief minister, auspiciously described as “the vessel of wisdom, having Fortune
herself as his wife” (dvitiya-srir vagbhatah pratipad-ghatah, 4.38). And he leaves the poem
almost hundred verses later when in verse 4.129, where he is described as the king who
“happily ruled his kingdom for twelve years” (sukham dvadasa-varsani svayam rajyam sa
tenivan).

This precise temporal information makes his story different from his predecessors,
perhaps indicative of the ‘truthfulness’ of Vagbhata’s story. I do not mean truthfulness in
an historical sense, even though his conflict with the ruler of Malwa, mentioned in 4.107,
and his recapture of Ranthambhor does have an historical basis; he is even praised in a
contemporary Persian chronicle.® What I mean is that in his story the enclosing heroic
frame is not hollowed out by the actualization of his story. He is fittingly described as “the
tree for the creeper of the Chauhan’s Royal Fortune, which is about to fall” (patisyac-
cahamaniya-rajya-sri-valli-padapam, — 4.73). He is cast as the “warrior of
insight/illumination” (pratibha-bhatah, 4.94) when in his role as a minister he tries to
prevent the reckless king Viranarayana from uniting with the enemy. He vainly tries to
explain the real, secret meaning (rahah) behind his enemy’s deceitful message of flattery,
with which Jalaluddin tricked the gullible Viranarayana into defeat. When Vagbhata later
manages to reconquer Ranthambhor he is described as the “master among those who
know the science of policy” (niti-vidam guruh, 4.120). He indeed saves the kingdom by
resorting to stratagem, instead of force, keeping his soldiers away from battle by
encircling the fort and starving the enemy to death. The citizens are described as highly
devoted to him, “who is endowed with the most praiseworthy splendor of victory” (jaya-
Sasyatama-dyuteh, 4.124). Unlike earlier and later in the poem, the brilliance of victory
doesn’t blind him. It doesn’t make him overconfident and do stupid things.” He seems to
truly understand the value of SrT’s playful charm (vilasa), and therefore deserves the
epithet of having her as his wife.*

* As discussed by Sharma (1975: 121), noting how his conquest of Malwa is mentioned in the
inscription of Balwan of 1288 CE. In the Prabandhakosa genealogy he is mentioned as “Conquerer of Malwa”
(malava-jeta) (Jinavijaya 1935: 134), but no dates are given. Sharma mentions how the roughly contemporary
Persian chronicle Tabaqat-i-Nasiri (1260 CE) even praises him as “the greatest of the Rais, and the most noble
and illustrious of all the princes of Hindustan” (1975: 105). In the Sanskrit Prabandhakosa he is named
Vahada(deva), and not Vagbhata.

* Like in HMK 10.68, discussed in chapter four, section 4.4.

[ believe Nayacandra purposefully employs the same imagery to refer to the playful charm (vilasa)
of Sarasvati, as in 14.40, and that of Laksmi/Sri, in 1.9. Given the game-like attitude that pervades the
treatment of the narrative in each canto, and the poet’s framing of his poetic project as true play, we might
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The story of Vagbhata “Warrior of Speech” illustrates one of the poem’s defining
themes, namely that (political or poetic?) insight (niti, pratipad, pratibha) is the only
successful means to secure Royal Fortune.® Speech (vac) is typically synonymous with
Sarasvati, Goddess of poetic Speech. Similarly Vagbhata’s later designation as the warrior
of pratibha “insight/brilliance”, seems to allude to the significance of this term in Sanskrit
poetics, where it is used to designate the poet’s luminous ‘genius’ as one of the essential
conditions to compose poetry (kavya).® Let me try to illustrate how his exceptional role
in the poem seems to reinforce the poem’s meta-poetic undercurrent.

Vagbhata’s role in the poem indeed resembles that of the poet’s task as a visionary
‘seer’ and instructor to the king. His story is also suggestive of the characters’ and reader’s
task to interpret texts, to see through poetry’s deceitful guises, especially when it looks
like royal flattery. But the childish and reckless Viranarayana is not able to detect the
‘real’ message of the ‘poems’ sent to him. He succumbs to royal flattery, having his
attention elsewhere, and acts in haste, without thinking. This contrasts dramatically with
the thoughtful plan of Jalaluddin. We thus learn in 4.84 that this mighty Saka king, whose
manly efforts are ‘mature’ (praudha-paurusah), realizes that he has to capture
Viranarayana with deceit (chala-grahyam). Then in the next verse, we learn that he
conjures up a plan. Wishing to conquer him by trickery (vijigisus chalendmum), he “lets
some time pass” (kiyaty atha gate kale, 4.85), and sends forth a messenger (diita) (4.85).* The
envoy’s message is meant to flatter the Chauhan king. Using the conventional imagery of
royal panegyric, Jalaluddin makes Viranarayana believe that they make a good pair:
through their alliance, like the Sun and the Moon, they will rule the whole earth together
(4.86). Let me quote the two verses that follow

make note of the following analogy between the poet’s play and the royal game of fortune. Only through the
grace of Sarasvatl - Goddess of speech - the poet is endowed with his creative power (sakti) to playfully
deceive his readers, and disguise the “real message” for the attentive reader to uncover. Similarly, it is only
through the energy of his playful consort, the goddess of Fortune, that a king can manage to employ deceit
and see through deceit. Both the royal protagonists, poet and reader have to value and understand the
playful/shining (vi-lasat) nature of poetry/fortune.

*! This is also repeatedly emphasized in Jaitrasimha’s lecture on kingship in the eighth canto
(especially in 8.80-85).

52 His name may also purposefully resonate with a Jain theoretician on poetry named Vagbhata, who
is also quoted in the commentary Hammiramahakavya-dipika, 151, 165. Edwin Gerow (1977: 278-9) notes that
there are two Vagbhatas, who are both associated with the school of Hemacandra, and his “Jaina emphasis
on pratibha.” (p.279).

%3 Such details are important to understand how the poem repeatedly juxtaposes the more mature
antagonists as patient ‘masters of time’ against the Chauhan tendency to act recklessly (like children).
Taking time is what allows Jalaluddin to trick the Chauhans into defeat. Hammira’s wise brother Bhoja - who
will abandon the Chauhan king - and Alauddin’s brother-general Ulugh Khan exert a similar control of time.
I discuss their role in chapter four, in sections 4.3 and 4.4.
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Because it is the union of our mutual affection that leads to the ripening of our fruit,
not indeed the outburst of conflict, which is brittle like the game of happiness.*
Having obtained an ally with someone like you, like fire uniting with wind

[ will instantly burn down the dynasties of my enemies, however strong they are.”
I'm delighted by your bravery! You are my brother!

if henceforth I would betray you then, for sure, I will curse the Creator.*

But you should come over for a meeting one time!

And if not, I, for the same purpose, will subject myself to your command.”’

The reader of course knows that all this is a scam. The message itself is indeed also
somewhat see-through. (And Vagbhata will try to point this out to the king.) Note how
the flattering tone switches from a flattering ‘we perspective’ in 4.87 to a more violent ‘I-
perspective’ in 4.88: “I will burn down the dynasties of my enemies”. Nayacandra again
purposefully exploits the irony by describing in the next verse that the Chauhan king,
was driven by a desire for ‘war’ (vigraha) with someone else. The verse thus says that he
was “taken in” (vigrhita) by his conflicts (vigrahaih) with a ruler named Vigraha, “War”,
the ruler of the city Vaksah-sthala, whom he desires to overpower easily (sutaram
sisadhayisato).* Jalaluddin’s message, which talks about the futility of war (vigraha, 4.88)
to seduce him to ‘unite in peace’, ironically highlights that the Chauhan king is in fact
entirely caught up in war (vigraha). This is presented as the reason why he falls into the
trap. We thus learn that the Chauhan king is kissed or ‘touched’ (cumbitam) by the Saka’s
flattering message:

Kissed by the deviously roundabout
speech of the messenger

like a lotus by bumble bees

the heart of the Chauhan

> tan nau yukta mithah pritih pacelima-phal6daya |

na tu vigraha-visphiirtir saukhya-keli-bhidelima ||4.87|

I take the Kotd manuscript variant here, instead of na ca and bhidelima-tamdyatih. The compound
saukhya-keli fits well with HMK’s recurrent concern to turn everything into a game (keli).

%5 sahayam tvadréam labdhva samiram iva pavakah |

dandahye yat ksanendiva vairi-vamsan drdhan api ||4.88||

% prito ‘smi tava $auryena tvam me bhrata ‘sy atah param |

druhyami yady aham tubhyam kartre tarhi $ape dhruvam ||4.89||

57 eka-velam sametavyam milanaya param tvaya |

na ced aham samakaryas tvad-adesa-vasam-vadah ||4.90||

%8 Sharma (1975: 119) asks in his notes whether this Vigraha is the (Pratihara) king Vigraha, the father
of Malayavarman of Gopagiri. I believe the name is meant to be fictional.
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was inspired with trust.”

Kissed (cumbita) by deceitful flattery, the Chauhan king is about to rush headlong towards
his death. 1t is in this verse, about Viranarayana’s misplaced trust (vyasvasit), that his
father’s ominous advice about the triple set needed to maintain Royal Fortune- bravery,
intelligence, and prudence (a-visvasa) - comes to fruition. It ironically illustrates how
‘bravery’ (Saurya) is meaningless without the cleverness of deceit. ‘The heart of the
Chauhan’ (cahamanasya hrdayam) is not sensitive enough to see through the deceitful
flattery of his enemy. The enemy, by praising Viranarayana’s valor (Saurya) in 4.89
cleverly makes use of the royal (or human) susceptibility to praise and flattery. The
deceptive ‘bend’ (bhangi) of the words is indicative of the curved, roundabout, indirect
way of speaking. But the word bhangibhir also literally and audibly- like in Prthviraja’s
story (bhangyd, 3.46, or even in the bhaktir of 1.7 - all placed as the last word of the first
pada - and later in canto ) - signals another dangerous rupture in the Chauhan dynasty’s
waning flow of Splendor (Sri).

Importantly, the reckless, war-obsessed Chauhan king is still given an opportunity to
bridge this gap. (Hammira will be given several occasions to prevent the tragedy from
further unfolding). He only has to listen to the wise speech of Vagbhata, the ‘Warrior of
(poetic) llumination’ (pratibha-bhatah, 4.93).

Then, Vagbhata, that warrior of illumination, after seeing the king,
restlessly desiring to unite with the Saka, told the secret truth (rahah).

He reminds the king to turn his mind (buddheh) to the wisdom of policy (naya-sastram)
and not fall into the trap by uniting with the “bad-hearted barbarian” (dusta-hrn-mleccha)
(4.94). But the episode clearly invites us to consider who is truly ‘bad-hearted’.
Interestingly, the ‘truth-revealing’ speech of Vagbhata is presented in the same poetic
imagery as the truth-disguising and flattering speech of the enemy’s messenger:

If you want to rule the kingdom and live for a long time,
Then you should bring my bee-like speech to your lotus-like heart.*

% tabhir datokti-bhangibhir bhragibhir iva varijam |
cumbitam cahamanasya hrdayam vyasvasittamam || 4.92|

% tato ‘vanipatim viksya $aka-sanga-mandtsukam

rahah samvadayam asa vagbhatah pratibha-bhatah [|4.93||
st pracikirsasi ced rajyam jijivisasi cec ciram |

tada mad-ukti-bhraglyam niyatam hrdaydmbujam |[4.96 ||
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I believe this message is of some importance. I want to suggest that Vagbhata is an
advocate of a fortune- and life-affirming perspective. Importantly, he shares this concern
with the citizens of the kingdom. Throughout the poem this life-affirming perspective
entails a radical opposition to the de facto selfish warrior perspective which glorifies war
and death. Warriors are blinded by pride, desire for fame, martial lust, the reward of
heaven, and are as it were “disgusted” (nirvinna) with life. Let me show what happens
next.

Thus he (Vagbhata) had spoken. And there, in silence, blinding anger pervaded the king’s body,
making his eyebrows take a terrifying (bhimam) curve as he answered:

“Whether an improper or proper act, I will do what pleases me the most

according to my own will. Mind your own business (krtam)!”

As it were by a spear, these words struck Vagbhata in his heart.

He therefore left the kingdom, and went with his retinue to Malwa.®

Contrary to the deceitful flattery of his enemy, Vagbhata’s (poetic) bee-like speech does
not please the king. His subsequent insults pierce his minister-uncle-poet Vagbhata in
the heart, making him leave for Malwa (where another court intrigue awaits him). The
Chauhan king’s blind anger (krudhdndhalah, 4.98) is connected to a delusional arrogance
or pride. In the next verse (4.101) we learn that he goes to the enemy out of pride (garvat),
not only ignoring or literally ‘overlooking’ (upeksya) Vagbhata’s message, but “also - or
even -the words of the citizens, who were shining with supreme love” (parama-priti-
gaurandm pauranam api bhasitam). The imagery of seeing and light is used effectively and
with a wry sense of irony to highlight the king’s blindness. The next verse shows how the
Saka king (sakéndra) leads the king ‘with great light’ (mahena mahata) into the inner
chambers (4.102), where he is further kissed (cumbitam) by flattering speech (4.103), and
ultimately gets poisoned (4.104).

The other day the Saka had the king killed by means of poison.
Oh! Do sinful people, when doing bad acts, ever err?

¢ This view is made explicit in 13.208. And the warrior’s strong sense of egoism (ahan-kdra), which
exerts supervision (adhyaksa) in 13.197.

8 ity uktva tatra tiisnike sarvangina-krudhandhalah |

ghatayan bhrakutim bhimam parthivo jagivan iti ||4.98]|

akaryam yadi va karyam yan me rocisyatetamam |

karisye tad aham svairam cintayatra krtam tava |[4.99||

vagbhatas tena vakyena prasenéva hato hrdi |

yayau tad rajyam utsrjya malave sa-paricchadah ||4.100|

¢ anyedyur visa-yogena $ako bhiipam amimarat |

kva ‘py akrtyam prakurvantah papa muhyanti hanti kim ||4.104]|
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On the surface, this rhetorical question may read as a critique of the ‘sinful’ Jalaluddin
and his act of trickery - or perhaps through his control of the poison (visa-yogena), like Siva
who swallowed the poison called “trick of time” (kala-kiita). Although this interpretation
may seem far-fetched, this rhetorical question is later modified in Hammira’s story. Thus,
this is what we learn when Alauddin, the Trickster (mayavi, 13.71), manages to win over
Hammira’s favorite general Ratipala “Protector of Pleasure” (13.72):

And he charmed him, deceitfully, with various honors and gifts.
Do those who live by trickery ever err in their tricks?*

It is quite significant that in this modified version Alauddin’s deceit (kata) is not linked to
pdpa, or “sin” as in the story of Jalaluddin’s trickery. It is presented as the creative mastery
of time or fate itself, like Siva or Visnu, the divine Trickster (mayavin). This, I believe, is
implicit in all the victory stories throughout HMK.* Moreover, the skill to deceive and see
through deceit is a sign of wakefulness, a quality that attracts Sri. It is a sign of knowing
how the game of Fortune works. Both ‘general truths’ point to the fact that the Chauhan
heroes always get tricked into defeat, become sleepy or deluded (miidha), unlike the
clever antagonists, who never seem to err in their trickery (muhyanti). In the first case -
more than in the conclusion to Prthviraja’s story -we are clearly asked to consider who is
really engaging in inappropriate acts (akrtya) - the reckless Chauhan king or the clever
Saka king. Who therefore really deserves the label of sinful (papa)? Who is the real villain?
And who is really blind and sleepy? Of course, Nayacandra never gives explicit answers.
Many of the general truths (arthdntara-nyasa) are formulated as ambiguous, open ended
questions. Often these questions blur the moral distinction between protagonist and
antagonist. This is in tune with the all-important ambiguous introductory question of 1.9
- the thematic seed (bija) of the poem - about Hammira’s potentially problematic relation
to the playful charms of his symbolic wife Royal Fortune (rajya-sriyo vilasas).

Vagbhata’s story is clearly indicative of the poem’s meta-poetic concern. Like the
Chauhan king, the reader is invited (or urged) to see through the guise of the panegyric
mode which praises heroic virility (Saurya, vikrama). The heroic frame tends to lose its grip

I take the Kota manuscript variant sakobhiipam instead of $akan nrpam, and hanti, instead of hanta.
% arafijayac ca kiitena manair danair anekadhal
kiitdpajivinah kim va kiite muhyanti kutracit|[13.72||

% Something similar has been noted by Satya Vrat (2003: 171), who observes that “Alauddin had a
marvelous sense of time”, in contrast to “short-sighted as well as short-tempered” behavior of Hammira.
Yet, in his earlier work (Vrat 1994: 151) he concludes that Hammira emerges “as a brave and, in a restricted
sense, an idealistic king but, like most Rajput rulers of mediaval [sic] history, he suffered from an appalling
lack of political sagacity.”
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on the Chauhan heroes, whose hearts are touched or kissed (cumbita) by the wrong kind
of words or ideas. We are constantly confronted with the problem that the true warriors
of the poem lack the insight to both see through deceit and employ deceit. Somewhat
ironically indeed the heroes of the poem are more than once described as devotees of the
nirvyaja-vira-vratam, the “true hero’s vow”, or literally the hero’s vow which is free or not
dependent on deceit (nir-vyaja).” The poem only praises this vow on the surface, or
somewhat sarcastically as through Jalaluddin’s deceiving flattery. Throughout the poem
the warrior-code is presented as a blinding obsession with - a being ‘caught in by’
(vigrhita) - (unnecessary) violence and war (vigraha).

The overall poetic effect of Vagbhata’s story resembles that of the earlier idealistic
descriptions. Vagbhata’s illuminous ideal, his exceptional story of success, makes the
tragedy of his predecessors and the ensuing tragedy of Hammira come out sharper, more
intense. After all, we know that unlike Vagbhata his grandson Hammira will not be able
to prevent the kingdom’s Royal Splendor from falling, drying up, waning.

2.5 Conclusion

The cantos about Hammira’s predecessors are clearly concerned with modelling a tragic
pattern of kingship. The decline of Chauhan fortune is powerfully inaugurated through
the story of Prthviraja’s ‘dancing horse” Natarambhd, which he was unable to control. Or
alternately, it started with Shahabuddin’s skillful deceit, namely with his control over this
prancing mare, allowing him to stretch out the sleepy ‘Earth’ in his own hand or bed, as
we saw in the tragic turn to the third canto (3.1).

From a thematic perspective, we could say that in the first four cantos everything is
already said or introduced: the fatal condition of sleepiness or blindness underlying the
tragic change from fortune to misfortune, the ironic reversal accompanying a triumph-
turned-defeat story, the ineffectiveness of the chivalric code, the reckless attitude of the
king and his misbehavior towards wise ministers/poets, etc. Everything that has
happened, will happen again during Hammira’s kingship. Thus, the framing of
Prthviraja’s story - with the pretext of war involving the protection of refugees -
purposefully evokes the traditional pretext of the Hammira legend.® Similarly, the story

%7 As in the last verse of canto one, 1.104, the penultimate verse of canto seven, .7.127, at the end of
the poem in 14.19.

% Interestingly, Nayacandra will deliberately downplay this traditional element in his version of
Hammira’s story, see chapter five.
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of Vagbhata, who reconquers Ranthambhor by deceitfully encircling the fort and starving
the enemy to death, is clearly meant to evoke the traditional outcome of the Hammira
story. This may already be suggestive of the inevitable inversion. Indeed, Vagbhata’s
‘ideal’” kingship - he is the master of good governance (niti) - cannot foreshadow
Hammira’s rule. Interestingly, his story will resonate in that of Alauddin’s brother and
general Ulugh Khan, who similarly explains to the more virile general Nusrat Khan - who
will die - that experts on good policy “do not praise valor” (na vikramam niti-vidah stuvanti,
11.21).

The recurrent pattern is that all the Chauhan heroes fall victim to states of confusion
or delusion (moha). It makes them easy victims for the more clever antagonists who trick
them into defeat. In the ‘heroic’ life stories of these kings- which may be more narratives
of death (and time, kala, synonymous with death) - the themes of delusion, misperception,
fortune, fate and fame are ever present. The reader is invited to explore how they relate
to each other.

For now, I will leave in the middle how this problem of ignorance/delusion relates to
questions of morality. Nayacandra deliberately complicates matters relating to right or
wrong acts, of responsibility or accountability. To understand the poem’s guiding ideas,
it can be useful to pay attention to the many general wisdoms about human nature
(arthantara-nyasa) which tend to conclude the many critical episodes in the poem.
Although they are typically meant to say something about the preceding episode, these
insights continue to resonate throughout the poem. Moreover, in many cases they seem
applicable to both protagonist and antagonist.

In addition to the blurring of moral boundaries between good and evil, we have to be
attentive to the widening discrepancies between idealistic preludes and postludes
enclosing the actualized, real and tragic story of kingship. In the case of Hammira’s story
this discrepancy ironically hollows out the lamentations in the final canto. The
concluding lamentation thus hyperbolically deplores the death of a beloved ruler, who is
not really portrayed as such, at least in Nayacandra’s account. In short, the enclosing
idealistic descriptions - with the typical imagery of the king’s unsurpassed brilliance -
seem to make the ensuing tragic story come out even more sharp and dark.*

I will later suggest that Nayacandra’s patterning of Chauhan history confronts the ‘eka-
perspective’ with which Nayacandra introduced the topic of his poem: Hammira doesn’t
stand out as the ‘only one’ (eka) worthy of praise in the kaliyuga; nor will he emerge from
this history as the true gem heading the Chauhan dynasty. Quite the contrary, I believe,

% This discrepancy frames HMK as a whole, which is indeed sandwiched between an idealistic
introduction in the first canto and a somewhat curious lamentation in the fourteenth canto, put in the
mouth of ‘wise men’ who deplored Hammira’s death in a kavya-parampara, a tradition of poems. I will argue
in chapter three at length how this discrepancy deliberately invites the reader to rethink the heroic stature
and fame bestowed upon them by the people, poets, story tellers, bards, etc.
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Nayacandra presents him as the embodiment, or the ultimate culmination of the tragic,
deeply flawed kingship of the present degenerate time period. All the tragic elements in
the histories of his predecessors, divided over several rulers, will come together in the
story of the last Chauhan king.

In the next chapter I reflect on how the constant re-enactment of each episode -
sometimes through inversion - might have to do with Nayacandra’s vision on
temporality, or of making the course and pulsation of time felt, as David Shulman
brilliantly showed to be the case in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa.” In HMK too the (hi)stories of
individual kings constantly re-enact themselves, their triumph-turned-defeat logic,
particular turns of phrases and imagery. Each new story seems to rhyme with the past
(and with the stories from important intertexts), and with the poet’s own present, as I
show in chapter five.” And because of the persistent repetition, we are constantly aware
that the present will continue to model the tragic patterns of the future. Hammira will
not be able to change the tragic course of the Chauhan dynasty. With the gradual waning
of Fortune’s brilliance - who after the eighth canto almost literally disappears from
Hammira’s sight - the rhythmic pulsation of the Chauhan dynasty gradually slows down.
Some verses clearly attempt to make this tragic temporality felt as a carefully crafted
auditive experience. A concern with Time (kala) not only thematically structures the
poet’s composition as a whole but is making itself felt, as poetry does, by making the
reader experience what is thematically said, by making it come alive.”

70 Shulman 2014.

" In section 5.2 I speculate on how Nayacandra is playing a ‘mirror-game’ with his political present,
including nods to his patron Virama Tomar.

72 Nayacandra self-consciously reflects on this capacity of poetry, as in the conclusion of the erotic
seventh canto (7.128). Or as in 13.25, where the dance of the courtesan DharadevT’s is so beautiful that it
“makes the feeling of life come alive” (jivabhavam gjijivat). And more generally, at the end of the poem, where
it is said that Nayacandra’s poetry brings alive the poets from the past, as discussed in the conclusion to this
dissertation.
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Chapter 3  Time’s tricky moves

3.1 Poetry’s waking power: “good mornings” (suprabhatam)
with a twist

This chapter attempts to give insight into HMK’s concern with modelling a certain vision
of time. I will do this through a close reading of the crucial eighth canto. It is one of those
cantos that is dismissed in Kirtane’s influential paraphrase of Nayacandra’s epic, for not
containing ‘historical information.” Thematically speaking however this canto is of
pivotal significance. It is in this canto that Hammira obtains Royal Fortune. It therefore
signals the tragic point of no return in the tragic decline of the Chauhan’s fortune. I hope
to demonstrate how Hammira’s obtainment of Royal Fortune is subtly presented as the
result of Jaitrasimha tragic and stubborn choice to entrust his symbolic wife to the wrong
son. This choice is inspired by a dream-vision in which the god Visnu tells Jaitrasimha to
give the kingdom to Hammira, and not to his older brother. I will explain how this episode
reads as another playful nod to the tradition of patron-centered poetry, to which
Nayacandra’s epic displays a somewhat parodic, inversive relationship. Jaitrasimha’s
tragic choice itself, however, is fully in line with the recurrent, structuring theme of
mental sleepiness or blindness, which haunts all the main Chauhan characters
throughout the poem. Meta-poetic concerns too reach new heights in this canto. The
whole canto is thus purposefully sandwiched between two episodes in which the royal
court poet must intervene to wake up the Chauhans.

Let me start this discussion on HMK’s temporal vision by recalling that Nayacandra
deliberately started his poem with framing Hammira’s story within the cycle of successive
eons (yuga). Time, in this framework, is said to follow a degenerative and play-logic, in
line with the declining numbers of the dice in a gambling match. Hammira, then is
presented -somewhat ambiguously - as the model of kingship in the kaliyuga, the only
luminous ideal worthy of praise in the present dark age of moral decay. As such, Hammira
is also presented as the brilliant ‘end point’ of a long history of Chauhan rule, going back
to the very beginning of a time cycle. This beginning is introduced in 1.14, right after the
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prologue, when Brahma, the Creator god, was said to roam around (bhrmatah) the earth
to perform a sacrifice and found an auspicious place in Pushkar (1.14)." The poem
gradually takes us from the more mythological past to the remembered histories of kings
like Prthviraja, in the process adding more historical detail to finally arrive at Hammira’s
kingship in the eighth canto and his death in the penultimate thirteenth canto.? As I show
in the next chapter, the highly dramatic second half of this canto is purposefully
presented as two long, sleepless days, in which an exhausted, sleepless king makes several
fatal decisions that eventually culminate in his death and the destruction of his clan. The
first part of the last and fourteenth canto somewhat ironically deplores Hammira’s death,
and the widowhood of Laksmi (14.2), on the Chauhan side.

In short, thematically speaking the whole poem, between verse 1.14 and 14.21, can be
read as an epic about the rise and especially about the fall of the Chauhan dynasty. This
is metaphorically expressed as a gradual process of falling asleep (losing consciousness),
drying up (losing vital ‘juice’), waning (losing shine). This degenerative process took off
in verse 3.1 with the tragic shift in or of Prthviraja’s story. All this has clearly something
to do with Time, the supposedly dark force enabling such transformations. In the eighth
canto Nayacandra speaks about how Time (kala) roams around (bhramati, 8.128) in this
world, invisibly, moving back and forth, to take away the lives of people. And evidently,
Time is doing precisely this in Nayacandra’s poetic world.*

However, there’s a larger, overarching temporal frame and meta-poetic undercurrent,
confronting the tragic temporal logic itself. Thus, enclosing this tragic decline of the
Chauhan’s Fortune ($ri), we have the thematic and meta-poetic frame of Sr as a playful
and discriminating Splendor (1.1), who is always (sada) there, enjoying herself somewhere
and with someone (ramramiti). As Laksmi she will choose to remain with the most virtuous
and playful royal husband, the one who is most active and aware. And as SarasvatT this
active principle is always there to bestow her brilliance on the creative and playful poet
(1.7). Unlike the worship of Hindu gods or Jain ford-makers, the power of Sarasvat’s
purifying flow - and true play (nalika-lila) in the commentator’s reading - may truly
provide the fording place (tirtha) to reach fortune, awareness and joy. It is certainly not a

! The commentary makes explicit that ddau means yugadau or kalpadau, “at the beginning of a yuga or
kalpa”.

2 Worthy of note is that Hammira’s history is enclosed by the mention of two precise dates (the only
ones in the poem) in 8.56 - VS 1339 (CE 1283, verse 8.56), in which Hammira obtained sovereignty - and in
13.196 - which doesn’t mention a year, but only that Hammira prepared for the final battle on Sunday, the
sixth day in the bright half of the month Sravana.

* A swinging or whirling back-and-forth movement is connoted by the verbal root bhram, especially
when prefixed with vi. I will suggest in the conclusion that it might not be a coincidence that the final word
of the poem, vibhrama (14.46), makes a point about a ‘confusing’ back-and-forth movement as a major poetic
effect of Nayacandra’s poetry.
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coincidence that HMK concludes with a verse (14.46) about how his poetry produces the
liquid ambrosia (amrta) and generates an experience of vibhrama, a confusing, though
pleasurable back-and forth movement. This is unlike the Creator god Brahma, who is also
said to roam around (bhrmatah, 1.14) in this world, but who never grants anyone the boon
of immortality. He is indeed typically cursed by the people for the creation of purposeless
suffering and cruelty. However, this process of blaming the tragic appearance of time (or
fate, or fortune), may be a sign of sleepiness and delusion. I want to suggest that the
eighth canto can be read as a replication of HMK’s overarching temporal and meta-poetic
frame, about poetry’s potential to activate the eternally present principle of Sri.:

The eighth canto can be read as a ‘pause’ in Nayacandra’s epic, where some thematic
principles become fleshed out before the story of Hammira’s tragedy takes off (canto 9-
13). But it also contains yet another story about the dangerous transfer of Fortune from
father to son. Although the canto is titled “description of Sr Hammiradeva’s obtainment
of the kingdom” ($ri-hammiradeva-rajydpti-varnano) we could read it as the description of
Jaitrasimha’s tragedy. It thus introduces another dangerous temporal interval or gap, to
borrow a term used by Shulman in his discussion of how Kalidasa models temporality in
Raghuvamsa.* Within HMK as a whole this canto marks both an ending and a beginning,
functioning both as a retrospective analysis of Hammira’s pre-history, and a prediction
of the upcoming darkness when Hammira takes over the burden of kingship. It reads both
as flash-back and flash-forward, making it appear as though the distinction between past-
present-future collapses. This is not unlike the ominous stories of Hammira’s
predecessors. The difference is that Nayacandra’s concern with temporality becomes
more explicit. Quite fittingly the canto concludes with several verses on Time (8.127-129),
making explicit, for example, how this all-pervasive force operates through the creative
and deceitful power of maya, Illusion, and her playful gestures of delusion (moha-lalitaih).
(These verses will be discussed in the final section of this chapter.) This is the only time
in the poem where Hammira - and the reader - is explicitly urged to wake up from Time’s
deceit (8.128). Indeed, the progress of Time seems to have a numbing effect on the senses
of the Chauhans. Fortunately, there is the power of poetry, which may have a wakening
effect, at least for those who listen attentively. Unfortunately, both Jaitrasimha and his
son Hammira won’t emerge from Nayacandra’s poem as good listeners.

I hope to demonstrate that Nayacandra plays with the employment of the literary
device of the suprabhatam “good-morning poetry”, partly as an engagement with earlier
textual models, like Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa. In order to make this point, I will first briefly

* In addition, Jaitrasimha’s delusional dream-vision in this canto, may resonate in Nayacandra’s
statement at the end of his poem, where he explains that he was nudged by Hammira himself in a dream to
retell his life story. I discuss this verse in section 5.4 “Nayacandra’s dream-vision” in chapter five.

5 Shulman 2014: 40-44.
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recapitulate how David Shulman discusses the meta-poetic rationale behind the
suprabhdtam in kavya literature.c In Kalidasa’s poem Raghu’s son Aja has fallen asleep
before attending the svayam-vara “self-choice” ceremony of princess Indumati. At this
ceremony Indumati- who symbolizes SrT - has to choose the most virtuous husband
among a number of competitors. Aja has to wake up and attend this ceremony.
Fortunately for Aja, and the continuation of the Raghu dynasty, the royal bards manage
to wake up the sleepy prince. Shulman emphasizes how the suprabhdatam is not merely
describing the process of waking from sleep but is meant to effect this transition. And the
verses do this by inserting “slight stings”, that are meant “to jibe” at Prince Aja, “to
shame” him into waking.” The royal poets make Aja abandon his mistress Sleep and direct
his attention to his proper lover: Regal Splendor (rajya-sri). The bard’s intervention thus
secures Indumatt choice or love for Aja and the continuation of the Raghu line. Shulman
suggests that the bard’s verses can be understood as an “expansive movement” across
dangerous, temporal gaps which repeatedly open in the poem, threatening the
continuation of the Raghu line.* The poetic intervention of the bard helps the Raghu
dynasty overcome this gap and restore Sri’s natural brilliance. Importantly, although
these gaps tend to get wider and more dangerous, the heroes from the Raghu dynasty
each time manage to cross over them.

Most interestingly, Shulman explains how in Kalidasa’s poetry the dangerous temporal
gaps or empty spaces that open up through episodes of sleepiness, rupture, forgetting,

”

etc., figure as “mode[s] for incipient fullness”. They are necessary conditions for
wakefulness, restoration, a deeper remembering, etc. Ultimately, Raghuvamsa is thus
concerned with modelling time as a regenerative force. Shulman suggest that this
dynamic also applies to Raghuvamsa’s problematic ‘tragic ending’. The poem thus ends
with the death of king Agnivarna, who wasted away because of his pleasure-addiction.
Even though the Raghu line seems beyond restoration - Agnivarna is dead and has no
sons -, the concluding verse indicates that the Raghu dynasty will restore itself: the queen

is pregnant. Shulman explains the poem’s concern with regeneration as follows:

In general, the richness or fullness that is drained away or expended (...), by whatever twists or
turns of royal fortune will be restored out of the very emptiness it leaves behind.™

And regarding the meta-poetic intervention of the suprabhatam:

¢ Shulman 2014: 48-61.
7 Ibid. p 50, 59.

$ Ibid. p53.

° Shulman 2014: 37.

1 Ibid. 39
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The more general pattern of emptying and filling thus assumes a new form in the potential space
between sleeping and waking, a space naturally aligned with poetry and poetic visions."

A crucial difference with Raghuvamsa is that in HMK the dangerous, temporal gaps— which
similarly open up in various modes - will widen to an uncrossable extreme. Drawing on
Kalidasa’s own imagery Shulman refers to these temporal gaps or spaces of emptiness as
the ‘antara’ (interval) position. In the suprabhdatam in the thirteenth canto, Nayacandra
too uses this word (13.144) to announce the threatening interval in which the sleepless
Hammira, in the moment of twilight, goes through a delusional stream of thoughts. In
HMK these gaps are also presented as a “potential spaces”. However, Nayacandra presents
this middle moment as a moment of fatal confusion, at least for the characters
themselves.” In Nayacandra’s verses the suprabhatam doesn’t have the intended effect of
generating a real transition from sleep to waking, and thus secure a safe transfer of
Fortune from father to son.

HMK, indeed, is much more tragic. The suprabhatam signals a point in the narrative
where the Chauhans will no longer manage to cross over the threatening gap or rupture,
opening up with the transfer of Fortune from father to son. In the fourth canto such
ruptures also opened and were miraculously crossed or fixed. Thus, after the death of
Prthviraja and Hariraja we learned how the banished prince Govindaraja had secured the
continuation of the Chauhan line in Ranthambhor. Similarly, the wise minister-turned-
king Vagbhata managed to restore the Chauhan’s brilliance, which was about to fall after
kingship was bestowed upon his reckless nephew Viranarayana. In the eighth canto the
problem of dynastic succession is re-introduced. Although it seems that the suprabhatam
is meant to awaken prince Hammira before his coronation, in effect it may read as a wake-
up call for Vagbhata’s son Jaitrasimha, Hammira’s father, who is about to give Royal
Fortune to the middle son, Hammira, and not to his elder brother Suratrana.
Interestingly, the canto culminates in yet another set of suprabhatam-like verses - about
time/death (kala) - meant to wake up king Hammira after his coronation. This time not
from sleep, but from a delusional sorrow and the accompanying (delusional) idea about
the horror of Fate (as the Creator god) whom Hammira holds responsible for the
‘unexpected’ death of his father, and everything else that is bad in this world. The eighth
canto is thus sandwiched between two significant meta-poetic interventions, poems
within the poem that urge us - the reader and characters - to wake up from delusional
perceptions. However, unfortunately- quite literally indeed - these verses do not manage

" 1bid. 49.
12 Recall how Prthviraja too was caught in the confusion and turmoil during the enemy’s attack taking
place at twilight, as discussed in chapter two (2.2 “Falling asleep”).
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to bring the intended awakening for the Chauhan characters. By handing over the throne
to Hammira Jaitrasimha falls into the dark temporal gap. Everyone but Jaitrasimha knows
this, his ministers, the reader, and even his son Hammira himself.

3.2 Shaking heads at dawn: Jaitrasimha’s confusion

To understand the problem of Jaitrasimha’s delusion, we need to return briefly to the end
of the fourth canto, where Nayacandra subtly anticipates Hammira’s problematic
entrance into kingship. Here the poem first purposefully reenacts the situation of
Prthviraja’s birth story, the ‘promising’ offspring of king Somesvara and his wife
Karptradevi (in canto two), who ultimately failed to fulfill his promise to ensure the well-
fare of the kingdom. In a similar fashion Hammira is now praised as the ideal son of
Jaitrasimha and his wife Hiradevl. The praise for Hammira thickens to the point that we
learn that his father made his son marry seven beautiful girls, “with whom he played all
the time, free from shame, like Indra - the ‘Unshakable’ - with his wives” (cikrida tabhih
saha $asvad asta-vridam yatha dus-cyavanah sacibhih, 4.158). Throughout the poem such
verses typically signal a reversal.” Hammira has the firmness and sex appeal of Indra,
referred to as the one who is ‘difficult to shake’ (dus-cyavanah). Ostensibly, the
information about Hammira’s divine sex drive is meant to make the transition to the next
three erotic cantos (5-6-7). These are wholly devoted to describing the various delights of
amorous play and love making. The erotic play goes on until the bards in the eighth canto
announce the break of dawn with their suprabhatam, the topic of this section.

However, the transition to these erotic cantos doesn’t proceed that smoothly.
Nayacandra purposefully breaks the ideal image by telling in the next verse (4.159) that
Hammira had two other brothers, an older one (pitrya) called Suratrana, “Sultan”, and a
younger one (anuja) called Virama (- perhaps a nod to Nayacandra’s presumed patron
Virama Tomar - see my discussion in chapter five, 5.2). This extra information may be
somewhat disturbing for it implies that Hammoira is not the rightful heir to the throne.
Moreover, the verse describes the elder brother, “Sultan” or “Protector of the Gods” (sura-
trana) as the “spring to the blooming vine, which is the rise of naya” (nayédaya-dalad-valli-
vasantah). Thus, like his grandfather Vagbhata, this Suratrana is introduced as an expert

13 Later in the poem, in the ninth canto, the triumphant part culminates in a similar - and illusory -
ideal. This happens similarly after the praise for Hammira thickens to an extreme, in three verses where he
is compared with the gods. Here too, the chosen epithets, are used purposefully to signal a reversal. See the
discussion in the next chapter, section 4.2.
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in naya, good policy and conduct. He would make a good successor. For the attentive
reader this clearly adds to the tragic load of Jaitrasimha’s choice to bestow kingship on
the middle son, Hammira. Like his predecessor Viranarayana, Hammira will turn out to
have a well-pronounced dislike for naya/niti, the worldly wisdom of politics and good
conduct.

Such verses, which subtly break the ideal, can be understood as ‘wake-up’ calls, just
like our poet dropped the word ‘sleepiness’ (sayalutam) when glorifying Prthviraja’s
kingship right before the turn to the tragic third canto. They are part of the poet’s
concern to insert ‘cracks’ in the ideal narrative, deliberately meant to anticipate a
subsequent and inevitable rupture. Thus, after a three-canto long interlude of erotic
pleasure the eighth canto will pick up the problem of Hammira’s not so ideal middle-
position.

But before Jaitrasimha makes his tragic choice, we first need to wake up from the
preceding flow of erotic pleasure. The opening verse explains how the bards with their
musical verses announce the end of the night to prince Hammira. What follows is long
series of “good morning” verses, the suprabhatam, describing the break of dawn - and
disappearance of darkness - in various ways, using complex poetic imagery, full of double-
entendres and hints at the tragic plot. These poems within the poem are seemingly meant
to wake up prince Hammira from sleep before his coronation as king. At least, this is how
the suprabhatam is used in the ever present intertext of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa at the end
of the fifth canto. There is, however, an intriguing twist to Nayacandra’s treatment of this
important meta-poetic device in Sanskrit literature.

Let us start with the significance and poetic effect of the first suprabhatam. Waking up,
regaining mental alertness by cracking such verses, might not be an easy task. The first
verses thus pick up the theme of exhaustion from the previous three cantos, which
concluded with the pleasing after effect of sex, namely the “happiness of sleep” (nidra-
sukham, 8.126), which is also the “beauty of union” (sariga-subhagam, 8.127). Several
verses suggest that the nightly lovemaking from the previous canto has deprived the
lovers of sleep. Importantly, for lovers - and this includes kings like Jaitrasimha and

“ We may note that their length itself - 76 verses of foreplay with the advent of spring in canto five,
65 verses of playing in the lake in canto six and 128 verses of love-making in the inner chambers in canto
seven - may be suggestive of the fact that the erotic play went on very long. In other words, both for the
reader and the Chauhan royals there has been no time to rest from or sleep off the exhaustion from the long
night, whose erotic flavor Nayacandra sought to “bring alive” in the previous canto. That the preceding
three erotic cantos are not merely meant as descriptions, ‘about’ the exhaustion of love, is evident from the
final, transitional verse of the seventh canto, which speaks about the preceding multi-sensorial experience
(pleasant touch, shining brilliance, and fragrance) and the resulting exhaustion as the “erotic mood’s coming
to life” ($rngara-safijivana). And interestingly, the verse self-consciously states that if the seventh, highly
erotic canto is not heard, there would be a ‘gap’ (khilam idam na $rutah saptamas cet sargah, 7.128).
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princes like Hammira, at whom these verses are directed - the night is not devoted to
sleep.” One verse (8.5) explains how the entire span of a night (ksapa) passes in an instant
(ksanika). This extreme contraction of time has the (unfortunate) effect that lovers will
have to sleep off the exhaustion during the day.* Other lovers suddenly become aware
that they were still engaged in foreplay, and haven’t yet consumed the ‘real” act of union.
In both cases there is thus no real time to sleep. One verse tells us how “as soon as those
youngsters have turned their mind away from sex and wish to sleep” (nivartya cetah suratat
katharicid yavat susupsanti yuvana ete), the royal drummers announce the morning with
their drums (8.7). In other words, the break of dawn comes as an unwelcome surprise,
loaded with confusion, a recurrent theme in these verses. Importantly, these verses - or
the royal poets - are supposed to ‘nudge’ the intended audience out of sleep. Consider for
example the following two verses, which explicitly and somewhat paradoxically
thematize the intended nudging or breaking effect of the suprabhatam:

“Even this lady Night has turned bright!

And still now you hold on to your feigned arrogance?”
With these words someone easily pushed away

the firmly rooted pride of his lover.

Later, after having put the game of sex in front,
a woman, although sleepy, awoke first.
Having embraced her sleepy lover,

she didn’t leave the bed, afraid of
breaking his sleep.”

It’s hard to render the effect of these verses into English. The first verse makes audible
the sudden surprise - and perhaps the concomitant panic and confusion- of the male
lover who wants to make an end to the feigned pride (mana) of his lover, in which she
persisted all night. In order to stop her playful games of pretense - and thus go over to
the ‘real’ act of lovemaking - someone thus shouts “that even this lady Night has turned

1* Nayacandra might in fact be suggesting that Hammira enters the crucial eighth canto, where he
will receive important instructions on kingship, in a fatal condition of sleeplessness. This is more like a state
of being asleep while being awake. It is this fatal state of a ‘sleepy wakefulness’ that leads to the tragic
unfolding of the poem, as I explain in the next chapter. This fatal condition is already hinted at in one of the
suprabhatam verses, as I explain below.

e Some verses make explicit how with the break of dawn, the lovers go to sleep (8.13 and 8.14).

7 vibha vibhatailva vibhavarlyam adyapi manam kim ivadadhasil

iti priyaya api baddha-miilam manam sukhenaiva nunoda kascit |[8.12]|

sambhoga-kelim pravidhaya pascat supta ‘pi nari prathama-prabuddha |

alingya suptam priya-supti-bhangam visaritkamana na jahati talpam |[8.13||
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bright” (vibha vibhataiva vibhavariyam). Through the threefold repetition of vibha “light,
sun” the Sanskrit may sound more like a lover’s panicking shout “It’s day! It’s day! It’s
day!”. This cry has the intended effect. It pushed away (nunoda) or “nudged” the pride of
his lover. They can make love now, during the day. And afterwards, as the second verse
suggests, they will want to sleep off the exhaustion - during the day. The woman, who
woke up first, tries not to break the sleep of his lover. Again, like earlier, the “break” in
“breaking the sleep” supti-bhangam is emphatically placed as the last word of the third
pada, before the metrical pause. The poet, indeed, does try to ‘nudge’ the sleepy
characters out of bed, and ‘break’ their sleepiness.

Many of Nayacandra’s ‘good-morning’ verses subtly signal the inevitable tragic
outcome of the poem, covering all the important tragic themes: confusion, blindness,
pride, fame, etc.

One verse (8.9), for example, evokes the crucial topic of fame, explaining how both
kings and poets achieve it when they obtain wakefulness (prapta-prabodha), by listening
to their gurus and direct their attention to the production of pure meaning/statecraft
(nirmaldrthétpattim).* For the argument of this chapter I want to zoom in on the
underlying message or meaning in two verses. One verse evokes the fascinating image of
a ‘quivering exhaustion’. I want to suggest that this is a favorite image of our poet, which
he employs more than once to describe the paradoxical and fatal condition of a sleepy
sleeplessness or restlessness to which the Chauhans fall victim. The other verse, I suggest,
is meant to foreshadow Jaitrasimha’s fatal choice to bestow kingship on Hammira. I'll
start with the former.

Having also remained awake the entire night, out of curiosity
to behold the love making of married couples,

the candle lights in the pleasure houses

are now shaking, as if their exhaustion

is quivering.”

This verse explains, in poetic fancy, why in the morning the candle lights are flickering
or shaking, losing its steadiness before the oil is exhausted and the flame goes out.” It is

18 The verse plays upon the dual meaning of artha as the poet’s goal to create meaningful poetry and
the king’s goal to strive for political success. At the end of his poem Nayacandra scorns poets who just
meaninglessly combine words to create poetic effects for sound alone, such poems have no rasa (14.35).

¥ jaya-patinam rati-kautukena ratrim samagram api jagaritva |

ghiirnanty ami visphurita-pramila iva pradipa rati-mandiresu ||8.6|

2 An anonymous suprabhdtam verse in the Sarngadharapaddhati quoted and translated in Warder
(2011: 201, § 8272) adopts the same imagery: “The night has mostly gone, Moon-face, the Moon seems
withered, the lamp is in the power of drowsiness, he seems to nod.”

121



because they stayed up all night, out of curiosity (kautukena), to behold the love making
(rati) of husbands and wives. The idea is that the flames are literally at the verge of
complete exhaustion. They appear to mimic how people try to fight drowsiness, nodding
or shaking their ‘heads’ to and fro (ghtirnanti), in order to not fall asleep. Their sleepiness
therefore appears to be something powerful, quivering, or throbbing with life (visphurita).
Ultimately this effort will be in vain. A flame typically goes out after performing - or being
subjected to -this last shaking movement, just like people will eventually fall asleep
despite efforts to keep their drowsy heads steady. Nayacandra will evoke a similar image
when describing Hammira’s fatal shaking or quivering sleeplessness in the penultimate
canto.” Again, this happens through the intervention of a bard who vainly tries to awake
the sleepy - that is sleepless - Chauhan king, right before his final fatal error. There’s also
a meta-poetic statement here. The readers, like the lamps, were also present when
hearing the love making scenes from the seventh canto. Like the lamps, the readers are
supposed to nod (ghtirnanti) their heads in approval when hearing good poetry.=

Let us now finally consider the verse which, 1 believe, is suggestive of Jaitrasimha’s
tragic error. Like many of the other suprabhatam verses, it brings up the important theme
of stupidity or confusion, arising at the transition from night to dawn.

Because of their simultaneous descending and rising,
the discs of the moon and sun assume the same form.
In distinguishing between East and West,

the mind of people instantly reaches

stupidity, oh King!®

The idea is that at dawn, both the orb of the moon and sun become visible at the same
time. Their natural distinction (as markers of day and night) gets lost. Therefore, upon
waking, some people- perhaps especially for those who have stayed up all night, and for
whom the night eclipsed in one instant - become confused. They lose their sense of
distinguishing (vibheda) the sun from the moon, and therefore also East from West. The
verse appears to be directed at king Jaitrasimha himself, and his subsequent stupidity.
There is indeed a vocative i$a, “Oh King”, which stands suspiciously close to the final word
jadyam, stupidity. We may even take it as a compound: the mind of people reaches the
“stupidity of kings” (ia-jadyam). Mistaking East and West (piirvdparayor) can be said to

Z1n 13.146.

21 thank Yigal Bronner for pointing this out to me, in my discussion of this metaphor in a verse from
Nayacandra’s Rambhamafijart, quoted in the beginning of the introduction.

 sama-svariipe $asino rave$ ca bimbe ‘stabhavad udayatvatas ca |

upaiti piirvaparayor vibhede matir jananam ksanam 1éa jadyam |[8.17||
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anticipate, and literally read as Jaitrasimha’s subsequent tragic choice of handing over
the kingdom, not to the eldest, earlier born son (ptirva), but to the other, later born son
(apara) Hammira. To express the important quality of discernment (viveka) Nayacandra
purposefully uses the word vibheda, the “splitting, breaking” of things. Again, this word,
indicative of the dangerous rupture in the Chauhan’s fortune, is placed emphatically at
the end of the third pada, before the metrical pause. * It is also not a coincidence, as I will
show below, that Jaitrasimha’s idea to bestow kingship on Hammira occurred to him in a
divine dream-vision, at the end of the night. This moment is traditionally aligned with
moments of insight, but potentially also a moment of confusion, as many of Hammira’s
suprabhatam verses show.

Apart from hinting at the tragic plot, I want to suggest that these verses also make a
point about time itself, and its somewhat paradoxical and positive connection to the topic
of Fortune/Splendor (Sri). Time is not only the invisible ‘dark’ force that takes away
beauty or splendor, but also bestows it.

Dawn - the Time of day-break - as if extracting it
from the owl, the moon, and the blue waterlily
bestows joy, light and beauty (sriyam)

upon the ruddy goose, the sun, and the day-lotus.

It must be that the mass of darkness, after having abandoned the earth
out of fear for the misconduct of the Moon - Lord of Splendor -
entered the eyes of the owls - those who go by night.

Just look! Which other explanation is there for their condition?”

As the emergence of the break of Dawn (vibhata-kalah) Time is said to extract (a-krs)
beauty of Splendor (sriyam) from the owl, moon and water-lily, conferring it on the sun,
the ruddy goose and the day-lotus. And the reason why Fortune makes this shift is linked
to the problem of bad conduct (ahita, 8.31) (of the Moon). Time’s shifting power is
therefore not inherently a dark or random force. It is responsible for the liveliness and
brilliance at both night- and daytime, and it follows a moral logic. In a crucial sense, the
brilliance of Fortune is always present. Fortune might regress or wane from the
Chauhan’s perspective, or on their side, but in fact she is likely to shine and play

# Like the use of the word bhargi in 3.46 and 4.92, announcing the rupture caused, respectively by
Prthviraja and Viranarayana.

% ghitkad ivéndor iva nila-nira-ruhad ivakrsya vibhata-kalah |

rathdnga-namarka-saro-ruhesu mudam prakasam $riyam adadhati ||8.31||

patyt rucinam ahitad bhayena tamah-samiho virahayya dhatrim

ni$§ata-netrani vive$a niinam utpasyataitesu kuto ‘nyatha ‘bhat [/8.32]|
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somewhere else. In other words, the diminishing of the Chauhan’s fortune (and fame)
may run parallel with the increase of Fortune elsewhere.

As explained later, the imagery of the day-blind owls (and their enmity with the clever
crows) signals the inevitable reversal of Fortune.” But the real insight that may be gained
from such verses is that Sr1 is always there. The elusive working of time or the fickle
nature of fortune are not to be blamed for her disappearance. It may have something to
do with the misconduct (ahita) of kings, which makes Sri find fortune somewhere else.

In any case, the concluding verse again makes explicit that the delightful heaviness of
the suprabhatam, is supposed to effect an awakening: “Dawn - the Time of daybreak - is
made known through these marvelous ‘burdens’ of speech, which are the rays of awakening”
(adbhutair vakya-bharair vibodha-karaih samakhyata vibhata-kalah, 8.35). But we may also
reflect on the difficult task of the royal poet: how do you awake someone who hasn’t
slept?” Here might lie a crucial difference with the suprabhatam verses in Kalidasa’s
Raghuvamsa. The poet there manages to wake up the Aja, the sleepy prince, from an actual
state of sleep, achieving the intended effect of re-activating Fortune’s presence. In HMK
by contrast, the Chauhan heroes never sleep (and therefore also never wake up).

3.3 Remembering Suratrana: dissonant intertextual echoes

Right after the first suprabhdatam, we learn that king Jaitrasimha is thrilled with joy when
seeing the noble conduct of his son Hammira, performing the morning rituals, including
the “game of donations” (dana-keli, 8.35). In verse 8.37 we learn that Jaitrasimha, “the
knower of secret teachings” (rahasya-vedi), took him to a secluded place and informed
Hammira about his desire to hand over his symbolic wife Fortune. This setting already
gives the impression that the eldest son Suratrana - the legitimate heir to the throne - is
excluded from Jaitrasimha’s vision. He tells prince Hammira the following:

% This theme will recur as an allusion to the famous Paficatantra story of the enmity between the
crows and the owls, evoked by Hammira himself who seems to misinterpret the gist of the story (see my
discussion of verse 9.180 in chapter four, section 4.3) This is a story about the (perpetual) shift of fortunes
(and the workings of Time): a bloody massacre inflicted by the physically powerful (but day-blind) owls on
the weaker but more intelligent crows turns into a revengeful destruction of the owls’ camp. The story can
be read as a ‘sequel’ to the ominous prelude of the Sauptikaparvan in the Mahabhdrata, where the night
massacre inflicted by A§vatthaman was inspired by the night attack of the owls on a tree with sleeping crows.

7 return to this point in the next chapter, in section 4.6 “Waking the sleepless”, where I discuss a
crucial episode in the penultimate canto where a bard intervenes - again - with two verses about the break
of Dawn (13.145-6) in order to awaken Hammira from his fatal condition of sleeplessness.
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When - in order to hold grip of Lady Fortune of complete sovereignty -
there was a son who is endowed with clever intelligence,

and who is the best among the wise,

then our praiseworthy ancestors

were never subdued by misfortune.?

This is the start of a set of arguments to convince Hammira to take over the burden of
kingship. In Jaitrasimha’s (confused?) vision Hammira makes the perfect successor, the
ideal son on whom to confer his symbolic wife. He starts his argument with a lesson from
the past. In secret he tells Hammira that when there’s an intelligent son, endowed with
pratibha, “illumination, insight”, there is no danger in transferring the kingdom’s royal
fortune (samrajya-laksmi). This argument makes sense in light of the example of his own
father, the minister-turned-king Vagbhata, “the warrior of insight” (pratibha-bhatah, 4.94)
who prevented the Chauhan’s Royal Fortune from falling (- as discussed in the previous
chapter). But the reader has the superior knowledge that Jaitrasimha might be making a
mistake, that with Hammira’s kingship their praiseworthy dynasty will be subdued by
misfortune, vi-sama, literally by that which is “un-even, odd, split, irregular, incompatible,
adverse”. Like Jaitrasimha we know that Royal Fortune can only be maintained by wise
and prudent kings, skilled in good policy (niti, naya) like Vagbhata, and the excluded elder
son Suratrana. But unlike Jaitrasimha, we know that Hammira is not such a ruler.

Quite interestingly, Hammira himself points out the problem to his father. First, he
implies that he doesn’t want the compound narakantam - “beloved by men” (nara-kantam)
or split differently “whose end is hell” (naraka-antam) - to apply in its twofold meaning to
the kingdom (rajyam, 8.51). With his kingship the beloved kingdom may turn into hell.
Hammira then hints at the fact that he might be lacking the quintessential royal quality
of right judgment (viveka). Let me quote Hammira’s protesting voice:

Oh King! When at your lotus feet I long

to become the goose for the kingdom,

who discriminates between good and bad
this kingship, which brings about clear stains,
never leads to happiness!”

2 samrajya-laksmi-kara-pidanaya jata-pravina-pratibhe tanje |

vidam varenye kvacanapi ndsmad vam$yah prasasya visamabhivasyah ||8.38||
? tvat-pada-padme sad-asad-viveka-krd rajya-hamsatvam abhipsato me |
harsaya suvyakta-kalarika-kari rajan na rajatvam idam kadacit |/8.52 ||
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Hammira is in fact hinting at something his father told him himself, in verse 8.45, namely
that young people become tremulous or shaking (uttarali-bhavantah), and do not even
remember what good or bad acts are (krtyany akrtyany api na smaranti) - clearly echoing
what happened to Viranarayana. The reason for such oblivion might be that young people
carry the burden of youth’s madness (yauvanénmada-bhare, 8.46). Hammira seems to be
knowing that he will lack the skill of the goose to distinguish (viveka) sat from a-sat, good
from evil, truth from falseness, or reality from illusion. Hammira then reminds his father
that he is not the legitimate heir to the throne:

As they say (kila), when there is an elder son

Royal Fortune (Laksmi) should never be given to another.
How is it possible that the king, who also knows

this condition of the path of right policy (naya),

wants to give her to me?*

Hammira explains to Jaitrasimha that he is thus violating the rules of right policy (naya).
Perhaps the verse also reminds us of the earlier description of Hammira’s elder brother
Suratrana as the spring to the blooming vine of naya.” He would therefore naturally be
the right choice for Laksmi. How can his father not know this, and “give her to me” - who
doesn’t excel in this field? Why is his elder brother (jyestha) literally excluded from the
conversation; and from the narrative? Apart from a brief but clear reminder of his
existence at the end of the previous canto (in 7.120) Suratrana’s name never turns up
again. Like Jaitrasimha, the reader too is put to the test of remembering how important
characters/thematic elements are introduced and disappear, but clearly leave a tragic
trace, as here.” But Jaitrasimha shuts down Hammira’s argument by mentioning his
dream-vision.

“After giving the kingdom to Hammiradeva,
delight yourself in serving my feet.”

In this way Visnu spoke to me

in a dream at daybreak, lying in the harem.
So son, what can I do?7®

% jyesthe tanje sati rajya-laksmir deya kadacin na kilétarasmai |

janann apittham naya-vartma-samstham mahyam katham ditsati tam adhisah ||8.53||

1 1n 4.159.

321 will further discuss Nayacandra’s ‘play with silence’ as a running theme in the next chapter.
> hammiradevaya vitirya rajyam mad-anghri-seva-nirato bhaveti |

svapne ni$ante $ayitam ni-$ante mam aha visnuh karavai kim arya ||8.54||
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We learn in the following verse (8.55) that in this way the king forcefully or stubbornly
(hathena) - a crucial detail - silenced Hammira.

Then, having stubbornly made him answerless,

the king convinced the great-minded Hammiradeva
- even though he was unwilling -

to take over Royal Fortune.*

Jaitrasimha’s stubborn (hathena) refutation of Hammira’s ‘warning’ will become one of
the most defining traits of Hammira’s tragedy, whose ‘obstinacy’ hatha, became indeed
stuck to him as an epithet.*

But there is more to this whole episode revolving around Hammira’s problematic and
unwilling entrance into kingship. First of all, both the problem of Hammira’s middle
position and the ‘dream-vision’ solution are clearly meant to allude to the genre of
patron-centered poetry. And here too, as I explained about HMK’s modelling on this genre
in his prologue, it may be parodic in effect. The “as they say” (kila) of Hammira’s own
reply might add to the sense that Nayacandra is indeed playing with tradition. By making
Hammira the illegitimate ‘middle brother’ Nayacandra is purposefully letting his poem
resonate with what Yigal Bronner identified as the core thematic problem of two famous,
influential historical poems: Bana’s seventh-century Harsacarita, written in praise of his
patron king Harsa, and Bilhana’s eleventh-century Vikramankadevacarita, likewise
composed to eulogize the life story of his royal patron. Bronner suggests that both poets
“may have been hired to put a positive spin” to a political drama involving the ascendancy
of the middle brother to the throne.* To save their patron’s name these poets skillfully
craft a story in which the king-patron is presented as unwilling to accept the throne.
Bronner demonstrates how Bilhana deliberately emulates Bana in his solution to the same
political problem, with the effect of praising his patron as a second emperor Harsa. Like
Bana’s Harsa, Bilhana’s patron-hero Vikrama is presented as being “forced to take part in
the political game”.” However, Bronner shows how Bilhana purposefully creates a

3 niruttarikrtya tato hathenanicchantam apy enam atuccha-cittam |

hammiradevam nrpatitva-laksmim amimanal latum ila-vilast |[8.55||

% 1 briefly discuss the literary tradition of ‘Stubborn Hammira’ (Hammira-hatha) in section 5.3 in the
final chapter. Here we might get the impression that the transfer of sovereignty from father to son seems to
accompany the inheritance of fatal character traits. Each member in the Chauhan dynasty indeed seems to
reenact the tragic life story of his predecessors. Sometimes it skips over a generation. There were a few
exceptions like the goose-like Govindaraja and the tree-like Vagbhata, who both, after being dismissed by
their ruling family members, were given the role of preventing the Chauhan’s Royal Fortune from falling.

3 Bronner 2010: 469.

%7 ibid.

127



dissonance between the adopted ideal template, to “unimagine the political”, as his
article is aptly called. Bilhana's patron-centered epic shows a profound ambivalence
toward his patron and his own job, as a wandering poet hired by patron-kings to render
their life stories into epic poetry.

Nayacandra, like Bilhana, both emulates and steps away from the model set by Bana.
He goes way further than Bilhana’s hallmark poetics of ambivalence. The verse quoted
above (8.55) clearly reaches back to Bana’s verse where the unwilling prince Harsa is said
to have been forcefully (balat) made to ascend the throne.* Instead of balat “by force”
Nayacandra has the similar hathena, which has the important extra connotation of
“stubbornness”. We could say that Hammira too is thus praised as a noble character,
refusing to accept the throne, telling his father to give it to his elder brother. At this point
in the poem this may be very much the case.

But saving Hammira’s name is clearly not the point of the canto. Let me repeat,
Nayacandra’s poem is not a patron-centered epic narrating the rise (abhyudaya) of a
patron to success and glory. It is a story of a king’s path to destruction (vinasa), and its
causes. Let me start by claiming that his elder brother Suratrana “Sultan” is obviously one
of the many fictional characters in the poem, turning up to test how the Chauhan heroes
respond to their fate. (Many historians miss their symbolic significance and take
Suratrana and characters like Dharmasimha, Bhimasimha and Ratipala for real, historical
characters.) I want to suggest that Suratrana is meant to highlight the tragic choice of
Hammira’s father Jaitrasimha, rather than to emphasize the nobility of his son Hammira.
Nayacandra inserts ‘Suratrana’ as an opportunity to play with the well-known tradition
of patron-centered court epic. Instead of having been paid to give a positive twist to a real
political problem, Nayacandra - for the sake of intertextual play - is inventing a problem.
Similarly, Jaitrasimha’s divine dream-vision may just sound as another allusive nod to a
well-known poetic ‘solution’ in the poetry surrounding the Jain king Kumarapala and the
Jain minister Vastupala, whose careers similarly involved problems of ascendancy.”

38 Thus, compare Bana who has “...anicchantam api balad...” (quoted from Bronner 2010; 470 n 37) and
Nayacandra who has “...hathendnicchantam apy...”.

* As it appears from A.K. Majumdar careful exploration of the many sources of Caulukya history
(1956), it is not unlikely that similar motivations might have prompted the Jain scholar Hemacandra to
compose his poem on Kumarapala. Majumdar points out that Kumarapala’s rather problematic rise to power
must have involved a conflict in ascendancy between Bhima I's descendants (p.160-164). In the case of the
poetry about Vastupala’s ministry, it is clearly related to the shift from Chaulukya to Vaghela rule in the
middle of the thirteenth century, and the role played by Vastupala and his brother Tejahpala in serving the
generals Lavanaprasada and Viradhavala, the defacto rulers during the weak reign of Bhima I. Majumdar
problematizes this seemingly friendly shift from Chaulukya to Vaghela power, precisely by drawing attention
to the many different versions of contemporary poets - i.e. from Vastupala’s literary circle - about the
replacement of Bhima. He refers to the practice of poets “to shroud with vagueness the foul deeds of their
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Nayacandra was clearly familiar with this poetry, and how poets tried to refashion
contemporary political problems into eulogistic poetry. Nayacandra seems to invert the
effects these ‘poetic strategies’ are supposed to have in the genre of patron-centered epic.
Nayacandra may be playfully emulating how poets like Bilhana emulate Bana’s ‘solution’
to a political problem. It’s like a parody of a parody. In Nayacandra’s poem there is no real
reason to solve a political problem. Nevertheless, at this stage, it may take away the future
blame that is bound to attach to Hammira’s kingship. It is Jaitrasimha’s stubbornness
(hatha) that inaugurates the beginning of the irreversible tragic chain. He is to be blamed
for Hammira’s not so ideal entrance into kingship. After all, Hammira didn’t choose to
become king. Ultimately, the reader may thus trace the inevitable destruction of
Ranthambhor to Jaitrasimha’s choice to give Royal Fortune to the ‘wrong’ son, instead of
to his older son “Suratrana”, the “Sultan”. It adds an extra dimension of complexity to
the tragic chain, anticipating the poem’s concern to explore multiple visions on the
‘truth’ behind Hammira’s tragedy. But the effect here, I believe, is mostly parodic, perhaps
slightly humorous.

Indeed, Jaitrasimha’s dream-vision - at that confusing middle moment of twilight - just
doesn’t sound convincing in Nayacandra’s poem - as it might have been the case already
in the poems of Kumarapala and Vastupala. It reads as the actualization of the bard’s
ominous verse (8.17), about the confusion upon awaking, making people mix up the
distinction between East and West (piarvaparayor), or indeed between the qualities of the
first (piirva) and second-born son (apara). It is hard to forget Hammira’s own darker vision
about the clear stains (suvyakta-kalarika) and the kingdom’s potential destination as hell
(naraka-anta), looming over Jaitrasimha’s choice. Moreover, it seems that Jaitrasimha has
to repay his tragic decision with a sudden, ‘unexpected’ death, apparently produced by
the adverse workings of fate (vidhi). Or is it by the delusions and confusions caused by
time (kala)? This might be the central question that the eighth canto seems concerned
with.

patrons” (p. 163) by using literary devices such as the insertion of a divine dream. He gives the example of
Somes$vara’s Kirtikaumudi where Lavanaprasada was told in a dream by Gurjara-rajalaksmi, the goddess of
Royal Fortune, to save the kingdom of Gujarat which was decaying under the weak rule of Bhima. Somesvara,
when asked to explain this dream, convinces Lavanaprasada to follow the divine message. Accordingly, he
takes over the rule of Gujarat and appoints the ministers Vastupala and Tejahpala as his advisors. In
Arisimha’s poem it is king Bhima himself who was told in his dream by Kumarapala to bestow the kingdom
on these generals.
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3.4 Do not forget: Sri, Kali and the Saka’s flashing trickery
(lasac-chalena)

Before turning to the story of Jaitrasimha’s death and the ensuing ‘debate’ between the
forces of Time and Fate, I want to briefly draw attention to two episodes that intervene:
a short praise of Hammira’s ideal kingship, followed by Jaitrasimha’s long lecture to his
son on good governance. The latter seems to purposefully undermine the former and
foreshadow all Hammira’s upcoming flaws.

After Jaitrasimha entrusts Royal Fortune to Hammira, the poem briefly resumes the
hyperbolic, ideal (and unreal) panegyric mode to praise Hammira’s kingship (8.65-71). As
earlier, and later in the poem, the ideal rhetoric in such verses seems to generate a stark
dissonance with the actualized tragic story preceding or following the eulogistic
interlude. It is thus only in the panegyric mode (as praise and lamentation), occupying an
illusory place outside of time, that Hammira’s kingdom emerges as the locus of a roaring
Dharma, shining Sr1, blooming policy, and dancing joy (8.68).* In Jaitrasimha’s subsequent
long lecture on kingship the inevitable break of the ideal image can already be felt. These
verses seem to flesh out earlier ideas about the all-important topic of Royal Fortune
(rajya-$ri) and its necessary connection to good conduct, wisdom (buddhi, mati) and right
judgment (viveka) - all associated with wakefulness. Like in the prologue, St is presented
as the principle underlying the (female) power of the self (atma-sakti, 8.76), which is far
superior to the display of masculine bodily strength. The recurrent idea is that Royal
Fortune can be maintained, if she is handled with care, and if one doesn’t overestimate
the value of physical force.

Hammira is urged to take this advice at heart. The second verse (8.74) of Jaitrasimha’s
talk thus says that Hammira should not forget (vismaro ma) that it is the king’s ill-mannered
behavior, like fire out of control, that causes the destruction of the entire clan (kulasya
sarvasya vindsa-hetuh). Jaitrasimha’s lecture becomes more and more ominous as his
advice about the importance of good governance becomes more concrete: one should not
torment the people with taxes, not re-appoint ministers you harmed, not engage in the
dice game and become a subject of ridicule (vidambanam, 8.104) like the Pandavas, etc. We
get the impression that Hammira will indeed do precisely what his father warns against.
Put otherwise, Jaitrasimha’s warning that his son should not forget his advice anticipates
Hammira’s inevitable oblivion in the next canto.

“ Thus in the tenth canto, a brief set of panegyric verses, uttered by Bhojadeva, is followed by a
conspicuous “but in the present time” (adhund... param, 10.28), revealing what is actually happening: a blind
man (Hammira/Dharmasimha) is gambling in the kingdom, see my discussion of this episode in chapter four,
section 4.4.
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To the reader these verses indeed read as flashbacks to his predecessors, and
flashforwards to the tragic kingship of the last Chauhan ruler. Let me quote just one
highly ominous verse, which implicitly reintroduces the topic of Kali, the demonic spirit
of ‘conflict’ from the present age, the kaliyuga:

Even though one has great strength, one should not cause a conflict (kali)
with the Saka king, who is endowed with flashing trickery.

In the same way, king Bali, even though very strong, was defeated

by Visnu, mostly because of trickery.*

This verse makes explicit that the kaliyuga is dominated by the superior ‘playful’ tricks of
the Saka kings. Hammira’s task does not consist in obtaining Royal Fortune, but to
maintain her - press her hand (kara-pidana, 8.38) - by not starting a conflict (kali) with the Saka
king. All he has to do is not forget this advice and not engage in war with an enemy who
is more powerful, that is one who is endowed with flashing trickery (lasac-chalena).
Importantly, the employment of deceit (chala) is not part of the many warnings against
“bad conduct” ku-silata, (8.77). As Don Handelman and David Shulman put it in their
insightful book on Siva’s game of dice, cheating or trickery is “the natural mode of play,
inherent to the game as an aspect of its very structure.”# It is something the clever
trickster takes pride in, like Visnu, who is known as the “great trickster” mayavin.»
Nayacandra clearly adopts this view, by repeatedly emphasizing how in the game like
context of war (and life and poetry) clever deceit - an attitude of playfulness - outweighs
the value of an outer display of physical force.* Moreover, the Saka king is not vilified in
this verse. His superior skill in deceit (chala) is purposefully connected to the recurrent
motif of playing/shining/flashing (lasat, <las.), an essential attribute of Sri and her role as
a female power (Sakti), through which she energizes her royal husbands, thus including
the Saka king.” This is made clear through the comparison of the Saka king with Visnu’s

“ mahabalenapi kalir na karyah samam $aké$ena lasac-chalena |

tatha samartho ‘pi balir vijagye chala-pradhanena janardanena |[8.103||

2 Handelman and Shulman 1997: 100.

# 1bid. p. 80.

“ 1 will show in the next chapter how an over-confidence in physical strength aligns more generally
with the hero’s unplayful rigidity of mind, his unwillingness to bend the supposed ‘rules’ of a chivalric code
and what he believes constitutes noble conduct.

% Also recall how in the poem’s introduction this word is used to qualify Siva/Mahavira who, followed
by his female consort, is endowed with a playful/flashing power sivanuyato vilasad-vibhiiti, 1.5) allowing him
to destroy the demon Andhaka/darkness. It is interestingly also the attribute of the playful poet (lasat-kavi),
whose creative power is similarly bestowed upon him by the goddess Sarasvati. Here it is the attribute of
Visnu and the Saka king to whom he is compared. Let’s also recall how earlier Prthviraja’s enemy
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former incarnation as a dwarf who deceitfully tricked the generous asura king Bali into
giving away his kingdom. In Nayacandra’s poem it is indeed the Saka who plays the role
of Siva or Visnu, the mayavin or trickster. He lives by deceit, and therefore remains
resistant to the fatal effect of delusion, as explained earlier.* Throughout the poem the
sleepy protagonists forget, the wakeful antagonists remember.” Moreover, unlike the
Chauhan protagonists, the Sakas seem to know how to confront or even master time, and
therefore also their personal fates.

Let me give one example to illustrate this point. In verse 13.68 we learn that Alauddin
as it were saw the arrival of Time right before his eyes (saksat kalam ivigatam), after
experiencing the destructive force of the monsoon season (ambumuk-kalam). The rains
had drenched his camp, causing many deaths, leading many of his soldiers to abandon
their military service (13.67). Although his camp is on the verge of destruction, and his
soldiers are deserting him, Alauddin comes up with a clever plan. Instead of despairing in
the face of Time’s destructive force, he invites Hammira’s most beloved general, Ratipala
- “Protector of Pleasure” - to his camp and manages to make him “attached” (arafijayac)
through trickery (kitena, 13.72). (The political game, like love, is a game of
attachment/attraction, and playful deception.)* It might not be a coincidence that the
word for trickery here - kiita - is chosen to resonate with the story of the black kala-kita
poison, “the trick of time”, which emerged at ‘the beginning of time’ with the churning
of the milky ocean, and to which Hammira will refer as the evil product of fate, as I explain
below in the next section. Siva swallowed this poison, becoming the god of Time, the great
destroyer god Mahakala.

In HMK too Siva is evoked as this destructive principle, mahd-kala, “Great Time” or the
“Great Darkness”. During Hammira’s “world-conquest” (digvijaya), when passing Ujjain,
“he there worshipped Mahakala, who is Death to wicked enemies” (tatrdnarca mahakalam
kalam duskarma-vairinam). But it is Alauddin who emerges as the real master of time. In
the episode where he defies Kala’s destructive force, he emerges as the “trickster king of
the Sakas” (mayavi sakésvarah, 13.81), who uses Hammira's general Ratipala to play a
destructive ‘dice game’ in Hammira’s fort. We learn how the demonic spirit of the kaliyuga
takes over Ratipala’s mind, becoming like Sakuni (the trickster-gambler of the
Mahabharata) to the Saka king (13.80). Despite clear signs of treason, Hammira will fail to

Shahabuddin was imagined as an incarnation of Parasurama (3.10), another avatar of Visnu, descended on
earth to destroy the whole warrior race, and compared to Siva as the destroyer of the three cities (3.12).

% At the end of section 2.4.

7 For example, fear, inspired by remembering past defeats, leads both Shahabuddin and Ulugh Khan
to resort to trickery, respectively in 3.53 and 11.19. The Chauhans, by contrast, do not seem to learn from
their past mistakes.

“ See for example Ali 2002.
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see that Kali is indeed playing dice (divyati) in his fort.® Alauddin appears to emerge as
the more wakeful king, mastering his fate and time itself, employing its own trickery
(kiita). Unlike Hammira, the Sakas escape that fatal state of delusion which haunts the
Chauhans, as noted earlier: “do those who live by trickery ever err in their tricks
(katdpajivinah kim va kiite muhyanti kutracit, 13.72)?

3.5 “How long will this goose play?”

In this final section I will return to what I believe constitutes the story line of the eighth
canto: Jaitrasimha’s tragic choice of bestowing kingship on the wrong son. After
Jaitrasimha’s lecture on kingship, we learn about his desire to leave behind the burden of
kingship and do good for his Self (svatma-hitam, 8.106, repeated in 8.12) in a town named
“Ilustrious Hermitage” ($ri-asramam, 8.106). Interestingly, he will never reach this town.
The episode revolves around the ministers’ laments and complaints: they seem not to
agree with Jaitrasimha’s decision to leave the kingdom in the hands of Hammira. They
break into tears (8.109) when realizing that Jaitrasimha will abandon the kingdom,
seeming to know what Hammira too predicted. They explain that when Jaitrasimha left
behind Royal Fortune (samrdjya-laksmim) earlier “our own good fortunes do not reach
their former Splendor, like fireflies in the darkness of being separated from you”
(khadyota-vat tvad virahdndhakare bhagyani no yanti pura-prakasam, 8.110). They further
explain that without the sun-like Jaitrasimha the Splendor (sriyam) of the city will turn
into darkness (prapatsyante, 8.111) - the future mode is used purposefully to express
certainty. Like earlier with Hammira’s own protest, Jaitrasimha doesn’t heed their words.
He tries to assure them that Hammira will make a great king. “Do not worry” (ma karsta
kastam), Jaitrasimha explains, “this is not desired by the wise” (vidusam anistam, 8.112).
There is no reason for their worry. He explains them in verse 8.113 that Hammira is like
the rising moon who will fill up the empty darkness left by the setting sun: the kingdom
will indeed soon (a-cirena, and literally “not long”) become very splendorous (prakama-
$rikam). Interestingly, Jaitrasimha supports his vision on the future by referring to
Hammira’s (traditional) stature as an ideal, praiseworthy king:

When this royal goose to my lotus-like dynasty,
praised in this world by all his qualities.

* See my discussion of this episode in the next chapter, in section 4.5.
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is served like me, with his gracious gifts
he will grant you perpetual bliss.*

Again, a huge contrast plays out between Jaitrasimha’s bright vision of the future and the
darker visions held by his ministers, and earlier by Hammira himself. Everyone but
Jaitrasimha seems to know that the darker vision lies closer to the truth.

Unfortunately, the ministers do not get to respond. As soon as Jaitrasimha reaches the
sacred city of Palli while dismissing (vi-srjan) his ministers with the above words, a
(poisonous) spider (litd) appeared, fell down on him, making him die instantly (8.115).
This verse comes entirely unexpected. It might sound as an echo of an episode in the
eighth canto of Raghuvamsa, where Aja’s wife Indumati dies unexpectedly from a flower
falling from the sky. Like in Raghuvamsa, such an unexpected death is followed by the
lamentations of the king who is left behind, blaming the adverse workings of Fate (vidhi).*
But the atmosphere in Nayacandra’s poem is quite unlike the pitiful lament of Aja in
Raghuvamsa’s eighth canto, where he eventually dies from grief and becomes happily
united with his wife in heaven. In Nayacandra’s poem it brings the audience back to the
main theme of the canto, and poem as a whole: the importance of waking up from
delusional visions.

Like Aja with the loss of his beloved wife Indumati, Hammira becomes entirely caught
up in his sorrow, with his self being grasped by delusion (moha-grahili-krtatma, 8.117). 1t is
in this state of delusion - this is important - that he utters his laments (8.119-122),
directed at the cruel workings of Fate as the Creator god (vidhi, vedhas, dhatr), the force
that ordains life, and appears to cause destruction (vinasa-hetoh, 8.119) without any
reason. Let me give one example of Hammira’s lament:

Fire, bad people, and the kala-kiita poison (“the trick of time”) -
who created those things that have the power to harm others?
Today the answer is born: it is the Creator

who killed the illustrious king Jaitrasimha!®

The accusation of Fate as the cause of misfortune has been brought up earlier, namely in
Prthviraja’s story where we read in 3.65 that this Chauhan king was captured by the Saka
king Shahabuddin “on account of Fate’s playful gestures” (vidhi-vilasita-yogad), or

% mad-vams$a-pathoruha-rajahamsas tais tair gunair vi§va-krta-prasamsah |
samsevyamano ‘ham iva prasada-danaih sadanandayitéisa yusman ||8.114||

> Raghuvamsa, 8.45-52.

52 hutadanasajjana-kala-kiitan param-tapdrjin iti ko vyadhatta |
$ri-jaitrasimha-nrpatim pranighnann ajayatasydttaram adya vedhah ||8.120]|
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translating yogad differently, “through his control of Fate’s playful gestures”.» This is just
like Jalaluddin killed the reckless Viranarayana through his “control of poison” (visa-
yogena, 4.104). It will also turn up later when Hammira reaches the long-awaited moment
of tragic recognition (the Greek anagnorisis) at the end of the penultimate canto, discussed
in the next chapter. I argue that Nayacandra in fact intends to confront the notion of fate
as a force that strikes unexpectedly, cruelly, without any clear motif. He presents this as
the perspective of those who are caught up in delusion (moha), clouded by the short-
sightedness that accompanies the blinding emotion of sorrow. He will link the topic of
fate to the human tendency to avoid personal responsibility, to save one’s name and
reputation.

Nayacandra is clearly engaging with the complex debate about the notion of fate in
relation to the law of karmic justice, which is highly central in Jain literature, where
typically every ‘unexpected’ twist is linked to past actions, as noted by other scholars.* It
is also not unique to Jain literature. The general idea is that one’s fate is the accumulation
and coming to fruition of one’s past actions: we may get what we deserve. Jaitrasimha’s
‘unexpected’ death can be said to ensue from his stubborn attitude and tragic choice to
give SrT to Hammira, excluding his elder brother and the ministers from this decision.
HMK shows how people bring up the notion of fate to explain something that only appears
to have happened unexpectedly, without any reason. But the point throughout HMK, I
suggest, is that ultimately, this may be a misunderstanding of how karmic retribution and
time really works.*

%3 Glossed by the commentary as daiva-yogat. However, Nayacandra seems to make a distinction
between the notion of daiva as personal fate, and the idea of an impersonal Creator (vidhi, dhatr, etc.), who
supposedly determines the fates of men without any reason. I discuss this in the next chapter, commenting
on Hammira’s moment of tragic hindsight.

** As for example noted by Warder (1988: §4271), discussing the famous poem TilakamafijarT of the
Jain poet Dhanapala: “As we know from other Jaina authors, what is popularly known as ‘Fate’ and sometimes
understood to be Brahma is in reality the workings out of the results of previous actions of the individuals
who experience it. Dhanapala generally expresses himself in the popular language and freely sprinkles his
character’s speeches with references to ‘Fate’. (...) There is nothing casual or ‘chance’ (another concept
equivalent to ‘Fate’ in Dhanapila’s view) in this story or in its artistic presentation. All these surprising
adventures belong to a single fabric and if any detail were cut, so to say, the whole would unravel.”

% Cf, with Barbara Miller’s observation (1967: xxii) in the preface to the translation of Bhartrhari’s
poetry, explaining that “[pJopular tradition pays lip-service to the doctrine of karma, but turns to a notion
of fate to provide a more ready explanation for the apparent absurdity with which karma expresses itself in
the world. The concept of fate as it appears scattered through the Satakas does not impair the validity of
karma, it operates on a different level: fate does not have the cosmic significance that karma does. It is invoked
to explain the irrationality and confusion of events in the life of a man in society, frustrated by the pursuit
of worldly gain and concerned only with immediate results. He need not blame his own actions for this
present state; he has recourse to the belief that his destiny was written on his forehead, having been traced
there at the beginning of birth by a creator-god who acts by mere caprice. ” And, on the same page:
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Jaitrasimha’s death brings us back to the atmosphere of the beginning of the canto.
If the opening suprabhatam, as 1 argued, was actually meant to awaken king Jaitrasimha
before handing over the burden of kingship to one of his sons, then the concluding part
is meant to awaken Hammira, whose self is caught up in delusion. We soon learn in verse
8.124 about an intervention by some wise men in Hammira’s court, Viprabijaditya* and
others, who are “excellent among those who understand ultimate reality” (brahma-vidam
varenyaih). Like sailors they try to pull Hammira’s mind out of his ocean of sorrow.
Another important detail: they try to uplift Hammira for the good of the people (janata-
hitaya), just like earlier in Vagbhata’s story (see the previous chapter, 2.4). They start their
exposition by making clear that death is the unescapable nature of things. Does Hammira
not see that everyone’s father dies (8.125)? To be alive is already a great wonder, for the
breath of life is fickle (taralam) like the wind (8.126). These verses are again reminiscent
of Aja’s ministers who similarly try to console the prince and remove his sorrow. In HMK
they set the tone for the subsequent wake-up call about the ‘delusional gestures’ of Time
(8.128). We can understand the following set of verses as resuming the message of the
suprabhatam with which the eighth canto started. And along with the meaningful change
of meter (to vasanta-tilaka, “the ornament of spring” which is the suprabhatam meter)- the
degenerative process of Time is (finally) explicitly introduced. Let me start with the first
verse.

With his sweet and charming cooing sounds
how long will this goose play here

in this pond-like body?

The water of life

being drunk by a row of buckets

from the waterwheel of time

dries up at once

because of it!*®

“[D]eluded by the world (...) [man] cannot understand the real meaning of time and his own absurd position
in existence.”

* Interestingly, this Viprabijaditya is mentioned as the author of an inscription during Hammira’s
reign, see Sharma 1975: 115. Otherwise he is not well-known. Nayacandra seems to show his in-depth
knowledge of Hammira’s reign by infusing the poem with such details.

%7 Raghuvamsa 8.83-90.

%8 kridam karisyati kiyac ciram esa hamsah

snigdhéllasat-kala-ravo ‘tra $arira-vapyam |

kalaraghatta-ghatikavali-plyamana-

m-ayur-jalam jhagiti $osam upaiti yasmat |[8.127||
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This verse requires some unpacking. There’s again a sting to it, directed at the babbling
king Hammira, who has to wake up from his delusional sorrow. From a thematic
perspective it makes a point about the degenerative nature of time. Or rather about the
wheel of time (kala-cakra), its rotating movement, imagined here as the wheel in a well,
scooping up the water in a pond. It is just a matter of time - literally - before this wheel
will exhaust the pond’s water. The goose, namely the king as the soul of the pond-like
body, which is the kingdom, will no longer be able to play when the pond is dry, or when
the king’s life sap has desiccated. This imagery appears to dig at Hammira’s ‘cooing’.
Earlier we read how Hammira’s throat was becoming dry (susyad-galasya) due to the
repetitive cries “my dear father, my dear father” (tatéti tatéti, 8.118). This verse seems to
implicitly compare the king’s meaningless laments to the sweet and charming, but
unintelligible, chirping or cooing (kala-rava) of a goose, playing in the water. Three verses
later the poet picks this up again, saying that the king should give up the meaningless
“babble” (man-mana-bhasitani) of childhood, which is no longer charming (8.130). There
is no time for babbling. The Splendor of the kingdom or dynasty, which is repeatedly
compared to a (lotus-) pond, is in danger of waning or drying up when ruled by a deluded
king.

The first verse from this suprabhatam-like set of verses might be asking something like
this: how long will you - the new king - be able to rule, enjoy and maintain the kingdom’s
fortune - that is ‘play in the water’ - when you are just babbling like a child? You are
therefore very much unlike the ideal of the goose (hamsa), who is able to distinguish sat
from a-sat, good from bad, truth from falsehood, reality from illusion.” There is no time
for your delusional laments, through which not only your throat is becoming dry, but also
the kingdom’s Fortune! Be more like a real royal goose to the kingdom: this is after all
what your father told us you are, when explaining that our fortunes will be safe under
your reign (in 8.114). Of course, the audience knows the real answer to the rhetorical
question how long (kiyac ciram) Hammira will rule/play: not very long - perhaps echoing
what Jaitrasimha said earlier when he said that Hammira will shine “soon” or “not long”
(a-cirena).

From a more poetic perspective, this verse is not only ‘about’ the desiccating effect of
time on the kingdom’s fortune, when ruled by a king whose self is caught by delusion
(8.117). It tries to make audible what it says. This is especially evident in the last two lines
about the wheel of time, where we might be able to hear the gradual slowing down of
Time’s life-giving pulse. When read aloud the compound kaldraghatta-ghatikdvali “the
string of buckets from the waterwheel of time” effectively makes audible the ‘rattling

*® The verse thus reminds us again of Hammira’s own earlier prediction that his kingship will produce
dark stains (kalarika), when he would desire to become the goose of the kingdom, who discerns between
what is good and bad for the kingdom (sad-asad-viveka-krd rajyahamsatvam, 8.52).
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sound’ of the rotative mechanism of the waterwheel (ara-ghatta), or indeed the spokes
(ara) of the wheel of time. The harmonious succession of hard guttural syllables - ka-gha-
gha-ka -with the intermediate ra-ta-ti clearly enacts the rhythmic sound of what it
describes. In the final line we might hear a slowing down of this rhythm. The compound
“life-water” ayur-jalam - really something like the life-giving fluid running through the
veins of the kingdom, in constant danger of drying up - appears to pulsate briefly in the
word for “instantly” jhagiti, which otherwise doesn’t appear frequently in the poem - but
it appears again two verses later. Together the alliterating words jalam jhaghiti clearly
echo the preceding rattling rhythm of the wheel of time. The ‘beat’ heard in the
onomatopoeic jhag-iti (“with a jhag”) fittingly stops before the word “draught” (Sosam). In
other words, Time’s pulsation in the word jhagiti “instantly” is the alarming wake-up call,
shouting something like: ‘Quickly! Because (yasmat) of your delusional talk, the Fortune
of the kingdom is losing its (or her) pulse at once!

The more explicit ‘wake up!” comes in the next verse (which switches to the sikharini
meter):

This night of Illusion is deeply dark.
Through her playful gestures of delusion
the people are made ignorant.

Therefore, oh people in this world:

wake up completely!

Is it not so that this invisible one

this dark thief - Time -

roams around in this world, everyday

to take away the lives of beings as booty?®

This verse explicitly urges the people - the new king Hammira, and the reader - to wake
up from ignorance. We may read the whole verse, on the surface, as a means to console
Hammira, who has just lost his father. This is just how the world works. Time takes away
everyone. It’s important to keep in mind, however, that these verses are presented as a
response to Hammira’s accusation of Fate’s capriciousness. Is Time, then, the new
scapegoat, presented here as a invisible force, a dark thief (kalas cauro) who steals away
the lives of people as booty, without any reason? This verse indeed seems to indicate that
Time is the dark principle behind that fatal state of delusion (moha), haunting everyone
in this world (especially the Chauhan warrior-kings). But I believe that the point of the

% jyam maya-ratrir bahala-timira moha-lalitaih

A=

alaksyah samhartum nanu tanu-bhrtam jivita-dhana-
ny ayam kala$ cauro bhramati bhuvanantah prati-dinam ||8.128||
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verse is that people should try to not get fooled by Time’s movements. Time, indeed,
operates through the creative power of illusion maya, or enables her playful gestures of
delusion (moha-lalita). Thus, for lovers, a long night appears to pass in an instant; or at
twilight the moon and sun appear to take the same form. Unfortunately, it is through
such tricks that Time makes the people fatally confused. Like the great mayavin Visnu,
Time is a trickster. The verse thus urges us to wake up completely or “in a clever way”
(nipunam), if we want to see through Time’s deceit, and perhaps even appreciate it. Time
is the invisible force that allows the deceptive and playful power of Illusion (maya) to do
her work.

We may also wonder whether in this verse Time (kala) and its close associate, Illusion
(maya), signify the dark opposite of that energizing, light principle of Sri? I believe the
verse suggests that this might just be an illusion. It purposefully puts the point about
Time’s darkness in the form of a question: isn’t it so (nanu) that Time is like a thief? We
have seen in the previous suprabhatam that Time is indeed also the principle that bestows
beauty and Sri. In fact, a variant of the first part of the verse in an older manuscript, may
support this interpretation. It is also much more subtle and playful. It has ogha “flood,
flow” (typically associated with the “influx” of mental delusions) instead of moha
(“delusion”), and krta-jiand “made wise” instead of krtdjfiand “made ignorant”.
Importantly, in this construction, the compound bahala-timira “deeply dark” must be
plural (-ah without sandhi) and thus qualifies the people or men (lokas). It makes:

This night of llusion...

It is through the playful movements of her flow

that men, covered in deep darkness, get their wisdom.
Therefore, oh people in this world: wake up completely!*

The following verse switches to the mandakranta meter. It extends the imagery of Time’s
dreadful all-consuming force. It explains first how Rama displayed his splendor in killing
(nidhana-rucin@) Ravana, and his many rdaksasas (demons). By Rama they “were thrown in
the mouth of Death”(ksiptds tds tah pitr-pati mukhe). In this verse the drum of death or
Time makes itself powerfully audible: within the game like logic of life, we are repeatedly
thrown, thrown, thrown by Time. Then the verse goes on to say that in fact even Rama,
“whose image is fading” (tamyan-mirtir) was “instantly swallowed” (jhagiti gilitah) by the
dreadful mouth of the Nightwalker Time (kala-naktam-carena), which roars day and night.
Importantly, Time not only ‘swallows’ people, or throws them in his dreadful mouth, but

¢! jyam maya-ratrir bahala-timira ogha-lalitaih
krta-jiana lokas tad iha nipunam jagrata janah |8.128 a (variant reading)
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also makes the splendor of their idols or images (miirti) on earth - as statues or memories
- fade.

The final verse from the minister’s speech, switching to the sardulavikridita meter,
leaves out the explicit mention of Time but reintroduces the related topic of fame. It
nudges Hammira to leave behind the idle talk of childhood and adolescence, which used
to please his father when he was still alive. Now, however, he can satisfy his father - who
is in heaven - with his fame alone, sipped in through the songs of the divine nymphs, the
apsaras (yasasaiva trptir amari-gitena pitena, 8.130). As indicated earlier, the topic of fame is
crucial. In an important sense, this is indeed what is only or really at stake from the
perspective of the tragic hero, who is fated to lose Royal Fortune. He must try to save his
name by actively confronting his tragic fate. And he must do this by waking up completely.

At this moment in the poem it looks like the ministers’” poetic intervention has the
desired effect. In the final verse (8.131) we learn that Hammira’s mind was awakened
(prabuddhdsayah). He manages to spread forth a “heroic discernment” (viram vivekam) in
order to split open the enemy army of sorrow. And as an ideal king he “protected the
earth-surface as if it was his own house” (vesméva svam apalayat ksiti-talam, 8.141). This last
verse is yet another allusion to a description of the ideal kingship of the Raghu dynasty
in the first canto of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa.” The ideal is restored. Hammira, the new
Chauhan king, can enter the ninth canto as the true royal goose (hamsa) of the kingdom,
endowed with the quintessential royal quality of viveka, right judgement.

The reader of course knows that it will be only a matter of time - that seems to be the
whole point of the eighth canto- before Fortune will completely fade out under
Hammira’s kingship. After all, this single verse - which may sound ‘just’ as an intertextual
nod - doesn’t have the power to make the reader forget the deeply ominous tone of the
whole eighth canto. We know that the Chauhan dynasty is bound to perish completely;
that mental darkness will enter the king’s eyes; that Hammira’s kingship will bring along
many stains (kalarka) (of blame?). What will remain, of course, is an image (murti) of
Hammira, a story of fame (or blame), transmitted and preserved in memory through
narratives like Nayacandra’s own poem.

Unfortunately for Hammira’s remembrance, in Nayacandra’s epic the pursuit of
Fortune aligns with the acquisition of fame.® Or put differently, with the waning of Sr1’s
brilliance, the whiteness of fame is bound to fade too or turn into infamy. And

52 Raghuvamsa 1.30. I thank Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao for noticing this allusion.

% In this regard, the insight of the arthdntara-nyasa concluding Hariraja’s unheroic death is
instructive; (bhavini yadrsi kirtir matih syat tadrsi nrnam, 4.19, discussed earlier in chapter two). The verse may
suggest that we should evaluate the fame of heroes according to their disposition of mind (matih), their way
of looking at things, and how a distortion of vision or misplaced attention, not only potentially destroys
themselves, but also the entire kingdom and its subjects.
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importantly, blaming Fate/the Creator as the cause of defeat (vindsa-hetu) to escape
responsibility and blame is the delusional perspective of those affected by the emotional
intensity or shock of sorrow.® The real cause of destruction (vinasa-hetuh) - a concern
repeated throughout the poem - may be found in the Chauhans’ confrontation with and
conception of Time, the invisible force that manifests itself everywhere, in sleeping and
waking, remembering and forgetting, attention and carelessness, etc. - all the things
Hammira’s father explained to him (and us). But we know that Hammira, like his
predecessors, will slumber into sleep and oblivion.

3.6 Conclusion

Given the poem’s structure and framing as a linear movement from past to present, which
runs parallel with the swinging shifts in (or of) Fortune, it is worth reading HMK as an
‘essay’ on the elusive topic of time (kala). Especially because Nayacandra is constantly
engaging with other literary works that are deeply expressive of such concerns, like the
Mahabharata and Ramayana, Kalidasa’s poetry, and story collections like Paficatantra. This
chapter has attempted to explore HMK’s concern with temporality - and its affinity with
notions of fate, fortune and fame-in relation to the poem’s tragic plot.

In HMK the linear progression of time seems to have a numbing effect on the Chauhan
kings. I have already suggested that this has something to do with the blinding effect of
fortune and fame. Strengthened by earlier successes and the belief in their unparalleled
martial prowess, the Chauhan heroes fall victim to hubris. They lose control over their
horse-like senses, and their fate. In this chapter I have tried to link this important theme
to Nayacandra’s interest in the elusive workings of Time, with the help of David
Shulman’s analysis of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, one of the major textual models with which

¢ This becomes very clear in the horrifying shock that causes Hammira’s moment of ‘insight’ about
the superior power of Fate, see chapter four, section 4.7.

% Especially insightful is the first essay in Shulman’s book The Wisdom of Poets (1991) on the distinct
historical poetics of the two Sanskrit epics. On time in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa there is Shulman’s article
“Waking Aja” (2014), which formed the main inspiration of this chapter. On Kalidasa’s concern with time in
his plays, there is Barbara Miller’s (1990) insightful essay on Kalidasa’s “theater of memory”. She writes
about the author’s concern to “pierce the boundaries of ordinary space and time” (p. 20) and explains how
the plays create a “pattern of alternating tempos and movements” in their introductions (p. 21). About
Kalidasa’s aesthetic of memory she writes how “memory has the power to break through the logic of
everyday experience - it makes visible what is invisible, obliterates distances, reverses chronologies, and
fuses what is ordinarily separate” (p.40-41). Miller also explains how Kalidasa links the process or
remembering to that of awakening, for example to “the painful reality of separation” (p.41).
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HMK engages. Although Nayacandra seems to adopt Kalidasa’s use of the meta-poetic
device of the suprabhatam, the Chauhan protagonists never seem to truly wake up because
they never sleep. This partly explains why the canto not only begins with a suprabhdatam
to wake up Jaitrasimha and his son Hammira, but also purposefully ends with another set
of verses, which are suprabhatam-like in effect. The start of Hammira’s tragedy, in other
words, is sandwiched between two explicit wake-up calls. And there will be another
poetic intervention by a bard, in the penultimate thirteenth canto, who vainly tries to
wake up the sleepless king before his final tragic decision.

Although tragic heroes like Hammira are of course destined to fulfill their tragic fate,
the narrative itself repeatedly opens up moments - temporal gaps, as Shulman identified
them in Raghuvamsa - where the Chauhans are given a chance to alter their fate, to control
it. But in HMK they don’t take it. Thematically speaking, the fact that they don’t take the
chance to master their fates, may have less to do with the sense of inevitability that is
typical to tragic stories, but with how Nayacandra depicts the heroes’ conception of and
relation to time. I have suggested earlier that Shahabuddin and Jalaluddin consciously
exploit the delusional states of their Chauhan enemies, their various forms of ‘sleepiness’.
It looks like the Saka kings, throughout the poem, become more and more active as time
progresses. They remember past defeats, learn from them, and more generally have a less
passive relation to the progress of time than the Chauhan protagonists.

Throughout Nayacandra’s poem the Saka antagonists thus emerge as master players,
like Alauddin who doesn’t despair but resorts to trickery kiitq, as it were employing time’s
own deceit (kala-kiita) to make Hammira’s general become possessed by the demonic
spirit Kali. In fact, as I explain in the next chapter, Alauddin’s trickery appears to involve
the idea to implant a fatalistic conception of Time into Hammira’s mind, making him
believe that there’s nothing he can do to prevent the future from happening. For a tragic
hero like Hammira, like his delusional thoughts about Fate in the eighth canto, there is
only a passive ‘being played’ by Time. Like in a gambling match - the imagery to express
the degenerative logic of the four ages (yuga) - the game of time tends to master the
players. Playing is always, partly, a being played, as Georg Gadamer famously put it in his
conception of art as play.® But one can learn to master the game of fortune. One has to
adopt an active and alert attitude towards the uncertainties and elements of chance that
determine the course of life, learn from the past, perhaps not unlike Nala in the
Mahabharata, who eventually manages to master the dice and reunite with Damayanti.”

I want to suggest that Nayacandra purposefully grants Time (kala) the elusive role as
the invisible, playful and transformative force which takes all shapes and shapes

% Gadamer 2013 [1975]: 111 “[A]ll playing is a being-played. The attraction of a game, the fascination
it exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game masters the players.”

§7 See Shulman 1994 for a discussion of this story, and his perceptive analysis of the significance of
the dice-game.
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everything. It wanders around (bhramati) throughout the poem, emerging as the different
seasons, the break of dawn, the darkness of night, cycles of sleeping and waking,
remembering and forgetting. Its elusive working is also linked to qualities like cleverness
and flaws like foolishness, making warriors take course to unthoughtful hasty actions, or
to the hero’s obsession with future fame. By contrast, we repeatedly learn how the wise
characters in the poem do not act in haste, but take time to reflect, to occasionally “let
Time pass” (kala-ksepo, 9.184), in order to avoid doing something stupid with unfortunate
consequences.

In the end it is of course Nayacandra, the poet himself, who is the real master of time
(and fame) in his poetic world. He will cast Hammira as the new epitome of sleepy and
impotent kingship. Although Nayacandra saved Prthviraja’s name by remaining silent
about his major flaws, he will radically transform Hammira’s traditional story by making
it resonate powerfully with that of his infamous, sleepy predecessor. The nature of
Hammira’s fate and fame lies in the hands of our poet. He is like the “alchemist/yogi of
Time” (kala-yogin, 13.145) in one of Nayacandra’s own suprabhatam verses in the
penultimate canto. He purposefully melts stories and memories together to create a new
and extraordinary new poetic blend, a life-giving elixir (rasayanam) in the words of a later
copyist of HMK, demanding a new engagement with the well-known story of a popular
hero.e

88 1 elaborate on this point in the first section of the conclusion to this dissertation, where I translate
and briefly discuss this verse.
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Chapter 4 Becoming ‘the other’: Hammira’s
tragedy

4.1 A fool’s hindsight: reading for the plot

Fortune (Laksmi) gravitates towards eminent men who work hard,;

Only cowards say it depends on fate (daiva).

Forget about fate and be a man - use your strength! (atma-saktya)

Then, if you don’t succeed in spite of your efforts, what is there to blame?

(Hitopadesa, prologue v. 31)*

Ah! If this ignorance of mine

is engendered by the adversity of fate
then why did you do that?

Or what does it matter,

for indeed the future is not otherwise!

(Hammiramahakavya, 13.166, Hammira’s moment of tragic recognition)?

From the ninth canto onwards HMK becomes more story-like. We enter an intricate but
intelligible chain of tragic, interconnected events of cause and effect, spread over five
cantos (9-13), which eventually culminate in the hero’s moment of tragic hindsight. (The
last, fourteenth canto will be discussed in the next chapter as a meta-poetic/historic
reflection on the emergence of the Hammira tradition itself.) The outcome is known from

! Translation by Judit Térzsdk in the Clay Sanskrit Library edition (2007: 69).
2 pratikiilyad vidher jata maméyam yadi durmatih |
a$ cakrithaitat tat kim tvam yadva bhavyam hi nanyatha |[166]|
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the outset, hinted at several times: the death of Hammira, leading to the widowhood of
the goddess of fortune Laksmi (14.2), and the complete destruction of the (once)
illustrious Sakambharf line of the Chauhan dynasty. But the chain of events itself may be
less clear. We don’t read a tragic story - or any well-known, great story - to know how it
ends, but to reexperience the whole tragic process anew. We may want to rediscover how
the tragic chain is connected, why and how it unfolds, if the tragic outcome could be
prevented, who or what is to blame, and whether - despite our familiarity with the plot
outcome - it might happen differently than we imagined beforehand.: We want to
rediscover how or whether the tragic hero confronts or fulfills his fate with courage,
bravery, nobility, wisdom - or not. For sure, the story of Hammira’s tragic fate was
considered great, exceptional and admirable. But is it really worthy of emulation? Is he
an example to be followed or avoided?

Arguably, some of the above questions play a less central role in triumphalist stories
which follow - or try to adhere to - the more satisfying narrative logic of the ‘good guy
wins, bad guy loses’ story. This idea of so-called happy endings, in fact, was central to the
ethical-aesthetic ideal of Sanskrit poetry (kavya).: Tragic story lines, by contrast,
complicate our (natural) craving for this satisfying feeling of ‘poetic justice’.> We want
literary characters to get what they deserve - just like in real life we want life to be
governed by justice. The law of universal justice expounded by karma theory meets this
need. And if it doesn’t seem to work, when we appear to be suddenly, unexpectedly and
undeservedly struck by misfortune, we can always blame the capriciousness of Fate, or
transfer blame or accountability on something or someone else. HMK can be said to be
deeply preoccupied with such troubling, unsettling questions, with teasing out the
problem of ‘poetic justice’ in relation to the tragic heroism of historical heroes, the views
and values they seek to defend, and the problem of fate (and good and bad luck).¢

For my discussion of HMK’s plot it is important to elaborate on the concept of ‘fate’.
Because our familiarity with the tragic plot - everything will eventually lead to death of

* This may be especially the case when a poem, like HMK, self-consciously presents itself as a new
version (in 14.43). The audience thus expects a familiar set of narrative elements and characters that make
up the traditional Hammira story: the Mongols taking refuge in Ranthambhor, Hammira’s heroic vow, the
Sultanate’s envoy with an offer for a truce, the treason of Hammira’s two generals, the military skill of Ulugh
Khan and the death of Nusrat Khan, the danger of a famine in the Chauhan fort, etc. But depending on the
author’s vision, these elements can be treated differently, their order changed, or ‘traditional’ significance
radically altered to create subversive effects, as I explain at length in the next chapter.

* See Pollock (2001: 222 ff.) for a discussion of this ideal in Sanskrit poetic theory.

5 On this point I'm highly indebted to Adrian Poole’s insightful introduction to (Western) tragedy
(2005) where he repeatedly highlights the always recurring problem of blame and guilt in tragic writing, and
the many troubling questions that emerge from it relating to the problem of poetic justice.

¢ As I explain in the next chapter, all this, of course, relates to a context, in which such heroes are
glorified as historical role models, and perhaps appropriated to legitimate certain political agendas. But our
poet may not want to underwrite the ideas represented by famous, celebrated heroes like Hammira.
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the main hero and complete destruction of the kingdom - there’s a striking and somewhat
unsettling sense of inevitability, which we are constantly reminded of through clues,
predictions, ominous imagery, etc. Put differently, everything is already ‘fated’ from the
outset. Therefore, from the tragic hero’s perspective there’s no real hope or possibility to
change the outcome. This doesn’t mean that the poem itself presents a ‘message’ of
fatalistic determinism. Quite the contrary, opportunities constantly arise where the
protagonists are given a ‘chance’ to alter their fate, or at least respond to it.

How to make sense of these two seemingly opposed conceptions about the fated nature
of events in tragic stories? On the one hand the hero has no choice whatsoever to change
his fate, and therefore seems to have no real agency, on the other hand the poem is tied
together by moments where he is given the opportunity to act and make choices (which
will determine his fate). Alf Hiltebeitel’s observations on fate in epic stories are
instructive in this regard. He speaks of how we can use the complex and highly debated
notion of fate (daiva) open-endedly. The stories of (epic) tragic heroes imply, in the words
of Hiltebeitel “a sort of crystallization of fate”:’

the heroes face the conditions that “determine” human existence, that “shape” human destiny.
(..) [T]he hero who faces up bravely to the conditions which will bring on his death, is responding
to, or fulfilling, a personal fate.” ®

This is a useful way to look at what happens throughout HMK. However, the dramatic
effect on the reader does not depend on a sense of fulfillment, but on what we can call
tragic gaps - or ‘temporal gaps’ to use Shulman’s term.’ As indicated earlier, such intervals
open up regularly in the poem. It is at these moments that the Chauhan kings are given
the ‘chance’ to respond to their personal fate. In this chapter I will highlight how in the
story of Hammira these gaps widen to an extreme, together with the dramatic effect of
tragic irony - the irony of fate, as it is often called - which also deepens as the plot
progresses.® We may note that this important literary effect also depends on
experiencing an incongruous gap. Nayacandra thus consciously exploits the unsettling
distance between the reader’s superior knowledge of the plot and the hero’s ignorance of
his fate.

7 Hiltebeitel 1990: 35

8 Ibid. emphasis added.

° See my discussion in the previous chapter, referring to Shulman 2004: 53. In this regard worthy of
note too is how the kaliyuga is indeed imagined to be dreadful in the sense of its ‘gaping’ (kardla), like an
open mouth, as implied in 14.4 (kale karale kalau), and made explicit in 8.129 where Time’s dreadful mouth
(ghora-vaktra) is said to swallow everything.

91 discussed this earlier in chapter two, referring to Colebrook 2005: 14-15.
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We could say a tragic story like that of Hammira only appears to revolve around a hero
who has no agency, but in fact presents a message quite opposite to the idea of fatalism.
It does this by telling a story in which the sleepy protagonists are repeatedly urged to
wake up and act wisely - much more than bravely. Unlike the shortsighted characters,
the reader is able to oversee the whole complex chain of cause and effect, and witness the
tragic conditions that allow Time to ‘swallow up’ the heroes of the poem. The hero’s
blindness to his past and future makes him confer blame on the adverse workings of the
‘Creator” (vidhi, dhatr, kartr, etc.) who appears to determine his personal fate. In some
sense Hammira is ‘fated’ to subscribe to a fatalistic idea about the workings of time. His
future within the story is, more or less, fixed, and cannot be altered. He will resort to a
‘whatever will be, will be’ perspective on the course of his life. Importantly, this
perspective gets criticized as a passive, ‘sleepy’ relation to the workings of time. Claiming
that the future is fixed is typically raised to justify one’s idleness and non-action, as in the
passage from Hitopadesa quoted above, which is preceded by an explicit denunciation of
the ‘whatever will be, will be’ perspective on life.

In this chapter I will zoom in on those moments where Hammira is given the chance
to ‘actively’ respond to his fate. Often, this happens quite literally when Nayacandra
makes Hammira voice the Chauhan king’s - typically short-sighted - perspective on the
events. [ will demonstrate how in Nayacandra’s poem Hammira’s legendary bravery and
fearlessness is clearly just one aspect of how the Chauhan king fulfills or responds to his
fate. In Nayacandra’s epic the quality of ‘courageousness’ (sattva) may ultimately only
apply to the hero’s love for combat and war. I will suggest that Hammira’s traditional (kila,
1.9) sattvic nature suffers heavy blows in the tragic process.

Instead of emphasizing how the earlier triumph-turned-defeat stories repeat
themselves throughout the rest of the poem in ever new variations - as demonstrated
earlier - I will highlight the growing tragic intensity of the poem through the lens of gaps,
silences, opposing perspectives, paradoxes and troubling questions. It is not only
important to be attentive to meaningful details, phrases, episodes that repeat themselves,

11y, 29-30 in the prologue. The following translation is from Judit Térzsdk in the Clay Sanskrit Library
edition, (2007: 69):

“What is not to happen will never happen,
and what has to happen will not be otherwise.
Why don’t you use this as an antidote against the poison of worry?”

Some people, unable to act, say such words to justify their idleness. However,

One should not give up one’s efforts, even when acknowledging the role of fate; without effort, one
cannot obtain oil from sesame seeds.
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but also to the significance of characters who are introduced and suddenly left out, or
appear to assimilate into someone else. This also happened earlier, for example, with the
disappearance of Hammira’s elder brother Suratrana, the “Sultan” and expert in good
governance (naya), who would have been the better husband to Royal Fortune. Although
his name never shows up again, the character of Suratrana might be suggestive of the role
played by the ‘real’ Sultan in his poem, namely Alauddin, who indeed turns out to be a
master in the political game of fortune.

I will show how something similar happens in the cantos of Hammira’s tragedy. For
example, Hammira unjustly blinds and castrates his minister “Dharmasimha”, or “Lion
Dharma”, after which he gradually assimilates into the mentally blind and de facto
impotent Hammira. The blinded “Lion Dharma” disappears from the narrative as soon as
his role is ‘finished’, but clearly leaves some tragic traces in later cantos. I will suggest
that this fading out of characters extends to the equally striking silence about Lady Royal
Fortune, rajya-sri. She almost literally appears to fade out from the poem, since the
beginning of Hammira’s reign in the ninth canto, from the moment he expresses his
longing to obtain Heavenly Fortune (diva-sri), perhaps the ‘wrong kind’ of Fortune, as I
will suggest in the next section.

In addition to exploring Nayacandra’s masterful play with silences, I will highlight the
importance of being attentive to the constant interplay of opposing perspectives. Similar
to my analysis of the constant interplay between eulogistic and tragic modes, it can be
useful to see this juxtaposing of perspectives in terms of a game of balance, in which one
perspective might outweigh the other. Different truths do not have an equal weight. And
to understand the truth value of each perspective we have to be attentive to the tone of
the arguments, and how they are contextualized. Some perspectives, for example, are
literally uttered in delusion. Similar to how the tragic pole has the effect of hollowing out
the idealistic descriptions of the panegyric mode, the perspectives raised by Hammira’s
opponents and his own subjects tend to cast a shadow on the Chauhan king’s perspective.
The reader is invited to evaluate the (truth-)value of all the raised arguments and
perspectives.

Let me repeat my view that HMK is a poem about delusions (moha) and whirling
confusions, the always recurring themes which can be said to structure the poem at every
level. Hammira is cast as someone who repeatedly mistakes friend for foe and vice versa.
He insults and mutilates his wise ministers, who will take revenge, and he supports those
who act recklessly, without thinking. This fatal tendency, Hammira’s complete lack of
discernment (viveka), culminates to a point of no return in the tragic chain. Hammira will
fail to recognize that his Mongol refugees are not intrinsically bad or low because of their
foreign “otherness” or “hostility” (paratvam, 13.143). The whole poem can be said to build
up to a scene where the Mongol warrior Mahimasahi shocks Hammira into reaching his
long-awaited moment of self-recognition by ‘heroically’ slaying his own family. It is at
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this moment where Mahimasahi, the Mongol “other” (para) proves his ‘exemplary’
warriorhood, that Hammira becomes the man he deemed to be a potential enemy “other”.

Apart from the Mongol ‘other’, many other characters appear to assimilate into
Hammira’s own character, or become mirror images of the Chauhan king. This includes
his favorite general Ratipala “Protector of (Sexual) Pleasure”, who will betray him, or the
‘fool’ Jahada, who tries to save the kingdom by lying to the king about the real amount of
food stored in the fort. Hammira will appoint this man as the scapegoat and hold his
foolishness responsible for the destruction of his clan. This, at least, is Hammira’s
perspective.

This chapter stresses the importance of understanding and appreciating the intricacies
of HMK’s plot by paying attention to the poem’s intriguing play with silences, opposing
(waking and sleepy) perspectives, processes of assimilation, inversion and other
mirroring effects. The whole tragic process eventually culminates in Hammira’s moment
of insight or hindsight about his ignorance (dur-matir, or wickedness). From the reader’s
perspective, however, Hammira’s moment of insight remains the short-sighted vision of
a fool, blind to the actual chain of events that set to motion his tragic story. We see
through the eyes of a tragic character who tries to avoid responsibility by - once again -
blaming the capriciousness of fate, and then, upon the discovery of Jahada’s lie, changes
his mind, and points to him as the scapegoat deserving all blame for the destruction of
his clan. In short, this chapter shows that the tragic plot is far more complex, interesting
and subversive than it is presented in earlier readings of Nayacandra’s poem.

4.2 A vow of silence: the first ironic reversal

Although Nayacandra clearly foreshadows the tragic kingship of Hammira in the previous
cantos, we enter canto nine - the first canto devoted to Hammira’s rule - with a grain of
hope. The canto is somewhat deceivingly titled “the description of Hammira’s world
conquest” (hammiradeva-digvijaya-varnano)®. Its thematic significance, however, clearly
does not lie in describing Hammira’s victories. Indeed, only the first half of the canto is
concerned with Hammira’s world conquest and the customary celebratory ceremonies
after it. And it is only in this part where Hammira emerges as a highly successful and ideal

2 The cantos are always titled at the end.
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ruler.” The overall pattern remains similar to the stories of his predecessors: a body of
heroic praise anticipates a tragic turn after which we gradually enter the actualized, more
tragic narrative of his far from ideal kingship.

The move from an idealistic to a tragic mode - and its ironic reversal - does happen
somewhat differently. The preceding triumphant part is described with such a
geographical precision and other details that it prevents the panegyric mode from
completely losing its content value. The closer we come to the present, it seems, the more
detailed the narrative becomes. But I would argue that it is precisely the geographical
precision that carries the tragic sense and makes a point about Hammira’s blind spot. By
describing Hammira’s dig-vijaya — a world conquest in the four cardinal directions (dig) -
as taking place only in the south of the Chauhan kingdom (from Dhara, to Ujjain, to
Chittor, to Mount Abu and back), the first triumphant part makes audible the limited
scope of his ‘world conquest’. We can almost hear the deafening silence about the
geographical direction where the real threat is coming from, namely Delhi, north of the
Chauhan kingdom, as it did in the previous cantos. Therefore, much like the idealistic
descriptions in these cantos, the triumphant part about Hammira’s successful but
tragically incomplete dig-vijaya builds up dramatic suspense.

The eulogistic tone eventually “thickens” to an almost unbearable and illusory
extreme about the unique, unsurpassed greatness of Hammira, expressed in three verses,
with double-entendres, playing with the figure of style called virodhdbhdsa, “semblance of
contradiction”, or paradox.” In verse 9.73 we learn that Hammira, even though he
obtained the condition of the one who is ‘imperishable’ or ‘un-shaking’ (acyuta-sthitir apy),
a name for Krsna/Visnu, never became a “tormenter of men” (jandrdanah), another name
of the Hindu god. It is only Visnu’s unambiguously positive epithet that applies to
Hammira. The next verse (9.74) says that even those threefold ends of men - dharma, artha,
kama - (dharmdrtha-kamakhyah purusdrthds trayo ‘py ami) served him at the right time and
with the proper control (yatha-yogam). The idea here revolves around the difficulty or
impossibility of the theoretical ideal that men should combine these aims harmoniously.
In normal circumstances men only try to - and usually fail at - cultivating or ‘serving’
these aims.” But the verse imagines that in the extraordinary case of Hammira’s ideal

13 As explained in the introduction (section 1.4), it is to this part that Ramya Sreenivasan (2002: 287-
8) refers when making her claim about the ‘legitimizing’ function of Nayacandra’s poem through the
idealization of Hammira’s kingship.

4 On poetic embellishments as “thickening” see Bronner (2010: 471), showing how in Bilhana’s
Vikramarikadevacarita the panegyric frame sometimes “collapses under its own weight”.

15 0n the purusdrthas and humor, see Siegel 1987: 73-4; and Davis 2004, Nayacandra’s poem follows the
trend in Indian literature to exploit the gap between the ideal of the threefold pursuits of human life and
how they are actually pursued. Despite the lack of uniformity about its wide sphere of meanings, poets often
treat the concept of the purusdrthas with some humor which is most likely precisely because of the non-
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kingship, these aims themselves - which otherwise cause trouble - serve Hammira, and
not the other way around. The final verse (9.75) before the transitional moment compares
the extraordinary state of the kingdom to the playful/ shining (vilasat) and auspicious
Siva (mahesvaro). Although the people (jano) were like Siva (the poison-eater visa-adin),
what a wonder it was that they were not in despair (visadin). The verse plays upon the
dual meaning of the word visadin as “in despair” and “poison-eater”, thus referring to Siva
in his role at the churning of the ocean when he swallowed the kala-kiita poison, the “trick
of time”.

But these verses only signal the inevitable inversion of the ideal they seek to praise, in
the very same canto: Hammira will not remain a-cyuta “imperishable” or “un-shaken”,
but he will become a jandrdana, “tormenter of men”; his pursuit of the purusdrthas will not
serve him, precisely because dharma, artha and kama are cultivated at the wrong moment
and in an unbalanced way.* And accordingly, the people of the kingdom will turn to
despair. Even though in the triumphalist part Hammira is thus described as an ideal king,
who even during his military conquests didn’t acquire sin - his Self was spotless
(vimaldtma, 9.34) when worshipping the temple of Rsabha at Mount Abu - the reader knows
that kings, even those elevated as ideals, never remain spotless. Especially in light of the
inevitable tragic plot, the ideal mode remains fragile, and perhaps only illusory.

It is indeed right after the panegyric mode thickens to an extreme in the three
concluding paradoxes mentioned above (9.72-75), that we can feel the tragic transition,
announced by the time marker anyedyuh, “the other day” (9.76). On this fateful day
Hammira asks his sacrificial priest about the “fruit of the sacrifice of crores” (koti-yajfia-
phalam). His clever priest (patuh 9.76, or “cunning”) explains to Hammira that a king who
has conquered the earth with the strength of his arms “may become a vessel of pleasure
for the Fortunes of the third heaven” (nrpah priti-patram syat tri-diva-$riyam, 9.77). Longing
to achieve this, Hammira has the brahmins carry out this sacrifice of crores (koti-yajia),
during which Hammira indeed exhausts the entire royal treasury, giving away crores of
gold and land to the brahmins - or “gods on earth” (bhii-devebhyo, 9.93) - to the point that
the king reaches the condition of a beggar (9.95). We learn that the actual gods (nirjard,

uniformity and paradoxical meanings inherent to this conceptual scheme. In her discussion of Kalidasa’s
plays Barabara Miller refers to it as the “Indian scheme for reconciling life’s multiple possibilities” (Miller
1984: 27). Implicitly countering the pejorative Western evaluation about the so-called ‘impersonality’ of
Sanskrit poetry and the absence of ‘tragedy’, she states that “Kalidasa’s dramas achieve their aesthetic and
moral impact not through the conflicts of individuals but through the perennial human conflict between
duty (dharma) and desire (kama)” (p.27). Being human, a purusa, means to navigate through and struggle with
the spheres of kama, artha and dharma

' Thus, Hammira’ subsequent act of dharma - a sacrificial rite to cleanse the king of the sinful deeds
of his military conquests - is presented not only as rooted in pleasure (kdma) - his desire to have sexual
pleasure in heaven - but also as the right moment for Alauddin to attack him.
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“those who don’t age”) gave up their games at the play-ground of (the golden) Mount
Meru (meru-krida-krida-madam, 9.94) to behold the brahmins dance on their piles (kiitesu,
or their “tricks”) of gold given away by the king.” In the final verse of the triumphant
part we learn that the pleased or satisfied (prito) Hammira completes his sacrifice with a
vow of silence (muni-vratam, or the “monk’s vow”, 9.99), which he has to observe for one
month.

It is immediately after announcing the king’s vow of silence that the poem in fact
breaks the silence about the felt incompleteness of Hammira’s ‘world conquest’ which
took place only south of the Chauhan kingdom. The designation of the king as prita
“pleased, happy, satisfied” contrasts sharply with the subsequent introduction of
Alauddin, “the foremost Saka, residing in Delhi which is the arrow in the heart of its
enemies” ($atru-hrd-bhallayam dillyam saka-matallikd, 9.100) and his brother Ulugh Khan,
who is presented as “the only conqueror of the world” (jagad-eka-jit, 9.101). Quite fittingly,
Alauddin complains to his brother Ulugh Khan that Hammira is ‘ignoring’ him. Unlike
king Jaitrasimha who used to pay tribute out of fear for Alauddin’s might, his son is greatly
arrogant (akharva-garvavan): “he doesn’t even communicate, let alone pay tribute”
(dandam darata evastu na vakyam api yacchati, 9.103). Alauddin says that he was previously
unable to conquer Hammira because of his strength, but that now, because of his
adherence to his vow, he can be conquered easily, without effort, in mere play (lilaydiva,
9.104). Interestingly, Hammira’s vow of silence is presented as an opportunity to attack
the Chauhan king: what for Hammira signifies the completion of his conquests, signals
the chance or opportunity for his enemy to send forth a punitive raid.

Like in the traditional Hammira legend the conflict thus takes off with a vow.
Curiously, not with a heroic vow of offering protection (like in Prthviraja’s story in canto
three), but with the monk’s vow (muni-vrata), a vow of silence, which he observes for a
month as an addition to the celebratory sacrifice which made Hammira exhaust the entire
state treasury.

Why this different framing, and what is its effect? There are clearly both intertextual
and historical motivations for having Hammira’s tragedy start with the performance of a
wealth-consuming sacrifice. As with the pretext to Prthviraja’s tragic story, which was
framed as a variation of the second canto of Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava, this episode
clearly resonates with Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, where king Raghu similarly wastes away

71n such verses the reader too is given a god-like distant scope. Looking down at the Chauhan king’s
attitude toward the game-like nature of royal power, we become aware of what Hammira doesn’t see yet,
namely that his wealth-consuming sacrifice - which he completes with a vow of silence (9.96) - already
contains the seed of several later problems. We get the sense that both the brahmins and Hammira are subtly
critiqued. The dancing brahmins on their piles of gold for their greed and the Chauhan king for his decision
to exchange the entire treasury for the promise of heavenly pleasure.
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the entire royal treasure in his vi§va-jit sacrifice after having just conquered the whole
world.” In Kalidasa’s work Raghu’s sacrifice opens up the first of many problems in the
long history of the Raghu dynasty, introducing, in Shulman’s reading of the text, the first
alternation of modes of emptiness and fullness.” Here too the episode of emptying out
the treasury seems to anticipate the problem the ‘overly generous’ Hammira later faces
in the same canto, when a blinding greed makes him (re)fill the state treasury by
tormenting his subjects with heavy taxes. This is quite unlike the more heroic solution of
king Raghu who strides with his army to the god of wealth Kubera and receives a million
pieces of gold (5.27-31). Interestingly, there also seems to be a historical basis for having
the conflict take off after Hammira’s sacrifice. An inscription during Hammira’s rule from
1288 CE mentions that Hammira had performed not one, but two koti-yajiias, perhaps
indeed to celebrate his victory against the ruler of Malwa named Arjuna.» This is also
mentioned as the first victory in Nayacandra’s description of Hammira’s digvijaya (9.16).
Intertextual modeling and historical facts may go together.

For the argument of this chapter, I want to highlight how Nayacandra is deliberately
building up several ironies by having Hammira’s tragically incomplete world conquest
culminate in the Chauhan king’s celebratory sacrifice and vow of silence. Nominally or
theoretically speaking, these rites are meant to purify the ‘sin” acquired in war and satisfy
Hammira’s wish to become a vessel of pleasure or satisfaction (priti-patra) for Heavenly
Fortune (diva-sri), which is indeed the traditional ‘fruit’ (phalam, 9.76) of a sacrificial
ceremony. But in the narrative logic of Nayacandra’s poem this episode marks the coming
to fruition of Hammira’s fatal neglect of his symbolic wife Royal Fortune (rdjya-sri), who
from this moment indeed will gradually disappear from Hammira’s vision.

It might not be a coincidence that in the penultimate canto, when describing the final
battle, his younger brother Virama comments on Hammira’s desire to marry Heavenly
Fortune - perhaps, instead of trying to consolidate his marriage with Royal Fortune.

“What is She like, that Splendor of Heaven, whom the king wishes to marry?”
With these thoughts, Virama went to heaven before the king, as if to find out.
Other heroic commanders (hammiras) too, as if they were disgusted with life,
went to heaven before their lord. Such is the condition of warriors.

18 in verse 4.86, in the edition of Kale 2014.

¥ Shulman 2014: 36.

2 The two sacrifices are mentioned in the Balwan inscription of 1288 CE describing how Hammira had
“forcefully” (hathena) subdued the ruler of Malwa, named Arjuna, in verse 11 (printed on p. 104 in Nahata’s
1960 edition of Bhandau Vyas’ Hammirdyana).

2153 kidrg asti svah-$riryam nrpah parininisate |

iti drstum ivayasid viramah prag nrpad divam ||207||

virah pare ‘pi hammira nirvinna iva jivite |
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The question “what is She like”, that ST of heaven, may in fact sound like “where is Royal
Fortune” (rd@jya-$ri), his most important symbolic wife, who has been absent from
Hammira’s attention, ever since the Chauhan king expressed his wish to become a ‘vessel
of pleasure’ for the Fortunes of the third heaven (priti-patram tri-diva-sriyam, 9.77). Of
course, the longing for heavenly bliss is not an unworthy pursuit for kings. Especially for
the valiant warrior (ksatriya) it is the well-deserved and much-desired reward for fighting
bravely and dying in battle.? However, in HMK this desire appears to go at the cost of the
king’s attention for his wife Royal Fortune. And it derives, as the above verse suggests
from the hero’s general disgust (nirvinna) with life (13.208).

Hammira’s tragic story seems purposefully enclosed by two statements about
Hammira’s longing to ‘marry’ Fortune of heaven (diva-sri) - perhaps the wrong Sri. This
kind of subtle mockery may not have been uncommon.” From the perspective of
Hammira’s jealous queens, this is indeed presented as a greedy (lubdha, 13.184) longing
for erotic pleasure with the divine nymphs (apsaras). Their gold-rivaling beauty
overpowers the king (vasi-krti, 13.186). Such subtle and humorous stings continue in the
final canto, which deplores the death of Hammira, praising him in hyperbolic terms as
the greatest king of the present age. One verse thus grieves that all the essential royal
qualities, like stability (dhairya), vanished from earth “when Hammira’s eyes stumbled
down the big mountain-breasts of the beautiful apsarases” (hammire surasundari-stana-
maha-saila-skhalac-caksusi, 14.6).* The problem throughout HMK is precisely that
Hammira’s eyes are always ‘tottering’ elsewhere.

Apart from introducing a shift in Hammira’s attention, the episode of Hammira’s
sacrifice subtly reintroduces the topic of untimely and misplaced celebrations. We're
invited to think, together with Alauddin, why the very arrogant Hammira ignores the
presence of the Delhi Sultanate, the dominant power in the region. Instead, he’s
celebrating his victories against rulers he’d perhaps better made an alliance with.»
Moreover, Hammira’s vow of silence seems to ironically signal the problem with his way
of communication, as Alauddin observed. We are explicitly told that it is meant to bring

prabhoh plirvam yayuh svargam sthitir esa bhujabhrtam ||208||

2 See Hara's article “Apsaras and Hero” (2001) for a discussion of this topic.

2 The point about paying attention to the ‘wrong’ Sriseems to find a parallel in a nineteenth century
historical kavya discussed in Rao et al. Textures of Time (2001: 89), where the losing king appears to dress
himself up for moksa-laksmi, “the Splendor of liberation”, instead of his bride jaya-laksmi, “Splendor of
victory”.

# See chapter five for a more elaborate discussion of this canto as deeply ironic lamentation, in
section 5.6.

% This critique clearly occurs in the prabandhas of the rivalling Jayacandra and Prthviraja who were
both defeated by Shahabuddin. 1t might be implicit here, as in Nayacandra’s other work Rambhamarijari. 1
elaborate on these points in the last chapter.
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about a threefold purification (tri-Suddhi, 9.110), typically of mind, body and speech.
Ironically then, after completing his vow of silence, as I explain in the next section,
Hammira’s first words are violent outbursts of misplaced anger, leading to the unjust
castration and blinding of his wise minister Dharmasimha, “Lion Dharma”. It is this public
humiliation, right after Hammira has fulfilled his vow (ptirna-vrato, 9.151), that will set in
motion the entire chain of events that lead to Hammira’s downfall.

Worthy of note is how in Prthviraja’s story too, the first triumphant part of the third
canto culminated in the fulfillment of his heroic promise (aptipurat svam...pratijiiam, 3.43).
As there, the sense of fulfilment here, emphasized by the king’s state of satisfaction (prito)
marks the inevitable reversal, the emptying out of the preceding ideal. And like his
infamous predecessor, Hammira will remain blind to his role in the largely self-induced
tragic process. Nayacandra deliberately exploits the irony of the reversal.

This is the recurrent ironic logic I've been trying to hint at: a vow of silence - instead
of its intended purifying effect - signals Hammira’s fatal tendency to speak abusive and
destructive language, and to silence others;* a celebration of victory literally signals the
subsequent defeat;” Hammira’s cruel blinding of one of ministers signals his own mental
blindness; the punishment of castration signals Hammira’s own impotence, etc. I will
make this pattern clear in the next section. As indicated earlier, such ironic reversals
reiterate themselves consistently as replications of the triumph-turned-defeat story of
Prthvir3ja, resonating throughout the poem in ever new variations.

4.3 Dharmasimha’s revenge: blindness and impotence
reversed

At the heart of the ninth canto is not so much the description of Hammira’s world
conquest, as its title seems to indicate, but rather the theme of tragic blindness and heroic
impotence, told in a story that demonstrates the retributive logic of justice. The
celebration of Hammira’s digvijaya, culminating in his vow of silence, only forms the
prelude to the fascinating story of Hammira’s two high placed officers, Bhimasimha, “Lion

% Nayacandra seems to ironically thematize this tendency later in the poem too, when Hammira
‘silences’ the speech of his daughter/or queens, while threatening to cut out the tongue of the women who
urged her to tell Hammira to hand her over to the enemy. Hammira compares her daughter to the vital
importance of the ‘tongue’ as the body’s most precious organ. He will never give her to the ‘low’ Saka. See
my discussion later in this chapter.

77 As in the story of Bhimasimha “Lion Bhima”, discussed in the next section,
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Bhima” and Dharmasimha, “Lion Dharma”. Because Hammira is still engaged in observing
his vow of silence, he sends forth these two men to counter Ulugh Khan’s punitive raid.

It is obvious to the reader that these characters are fictional, in the sense that they
were probably not part of the ‘traditional cast’ of the Hammira legend. They serve a
symbolic role, something that is overlooked in most readings of Nayacandra’s poem.
There’s a certain predictability about the roles these characters will play due to the nomen
est omen logic that runs throughout the poem: the meaning of the name already betrays
their function within the narrative. Bhimasimha, “Lion Bhima”, like his namesake from
the Mahabharata, embodies the fearless warrior, endowed with great virility or heroism
(maha-viryas, 9.111). He is backed up by the great intelligence of Dharmasimha
(dharmasimha-dhiyéddhurah, 9.111), “Lion Dharma”, whose role might also be reminiscent
of the Mahdbharata dice game episode where Yudhisthira, the son of Dharma, stakes and
loses the entire kingdom. I elaborate on the significance of this parallel below.

We are invited to recognize the characters of these two ‘lions’ - simha being a popular
suffix, also used by Nayacandra’s Tomar patrons - as embodying ‘opposing’ qualities:
virile Bhimasimha and wise Dharmasimha. However, if contained in the same person,
they would make that ideal combination of heroic strength and wisdom, through which
a ruler attracts and maintains Royal Fortune. This, after all, was the emphasis of
Jaitrasimha’s lecture on kingship.» But in Jaitrasimha’s son Hammira these qualities
remain tragically split and unfortunately opposed.

Worthy of note is that Dharmasimha was already introduced earlier in the triumphant
part as Hammira’s chief minister (9.52). It is indeed the role of the wise Dharmasimha,
and the (mutilated) righteousness or order (dharma) he represents, that will carry the
most weight. And it is the curious disappearance of this character - or his assimilation
into Hammira’s own character - that shows the ingeniousness of Nayacandra’s play with
silence.

The narrative first zooms in on the tragi-comic triumph-turned-defeat story of
Bhimasimha. It replicates nearly all the characteristics of earlier versions of this narrative
logic, including a hint at the traditional plot of the Hammira legend and an implicit (and
ominous) reference to the famous Paficatantra story of the owls and the crows in the
triumphant part. (The explicit mention of this story comes later in the canto, in 9.180).
And more powerfully than in any of the earlier stories, it exploits the tragic irony of
misplaced joy.”

% As discussed in the previous chapter.

» The story is as follows. We first learn how the Chauhan forces spread confusion (vyakuli-bhavam) in
the enemy’s camp with the sound of their war drums (9.112). A long description of battle ensues, which
culminates in the victory of the Chauhan army. The Saka warriors face a terrible massacre, a kaka-nasam,
“the destruction of the crows” (9.141), which like earlier in Hariraja’s story signals a reversal of fortunes (in
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Like in Prthviraja’s story, Nayacandra contrasts the fearless but foolishly self-
destructive attitude of the Chauhan warriors with the fearful, but more clever enemy.
The main charm of the story lies in the sharp irony of the reversal, expressed through the
always recurring motif of confusion, misperception, and misplaced joy, which tend to
accompany the blinding overconfidence following victory. A story that starts with a
description of the Chauhan drums - inspiring a bewildering confusion (vyakuli-bhavam,
9.112) in the enemy camp - transforms into a story where the Chauhan drums of victory
- looted from the enemy! - almost literally announce their subsequent defeat. The ironic
death of Bhimasimha, “Lion Bhima”, not only resonates with that of the Chauhan kings
in the past - like Prahladana who dies after killing a ‘sleeping lion” - but forms the prelude
to the more compelling and complex story about his more intelligent, but equally ill-fated
symbolic counterpart Dharmasimha, “Lion Dharma”.

After the death of Bhimasimha, we learn that Hammira has completed his vow of
silence (parna-vrato, 9.151) and ‘discovers’ what happened, thinking (matva) that
Bhimasimha died because of Dharmasimha’s mind (dharmasimha-matya).® He summons
Dharmasimha and utters these fateful words:

“Your two eyes must have been burst,

for you didn’t see the powerful Saka.

And because afterwards you stayed alive yourself
there is no manliness in you.”

4.17). We can already feel the tragic shift in the next verses when we learn that Ulugh Khan secretly follows
Bhimasimha who had started his return to Ranthambhor (9.143). Moreover, some of his soldiers, deeming
themselves victorious (jitakdsitayd), abandon their general Bhimasimha, carrying with them the looted
treasures. This might be meant as an allusion to the core problem in the Hammira legend, namely that the
Mongols under Hammira’s protection had betrayed their former general Ulugh Khan by running off with
the loot (referred to in 10.21 - discussed in chapter five, section 5.4). In any case, it doesn’t prevent
Bhimasimha from celebrating and announcing his victory, unaware of the fact that he’s being followed.
Bhimasimha, retreating to a mountain pass, has the looted instruments of the Sakas sound loudly, out of
extreme joy (parayd mudd, 9.145). This victory cry brings the story of Bhimasimha’s ‘triumph’ to its fatal
inversion. The scattered and confused (bhrantd, 9.147) enemy mistakes the victory sounds - spread by the
drums looted by the Chauhans - as the signal of their victory. After all, they had agreed to assemble at the
spot where their drums would sound victory (9.146). As a result, the enemy warriors reassemble at the
mountain pass where the Chauhan celebration is going on. A new battle ensues in which Bhimasimha is
killed after putting up a great fight. The reversal is complete: it is now Ulugh Khan who reaches his camp as
a victor (jitakdsi). He then returns to his own city, “again fearing the warriors” (bahujebhyah punar bibhyad,
9.150).

% The syntax of this verse is a bit unclear. It is perhaps deliberately so, fitting to the situation of
Hammira’s confusion. The point of importance is that we don’t really know anything about the role played
by Dharmasimha, whether he left Bhimasimha behind or not.
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Reproaching him incessantly

with these insults in front of the assembly,
the king had his testicles removed first,
and then his eyes. *

Hammira thus accuses Dharmasimha of blindness for not seeing the enemy, and of lacking
masculinity (pumstvam, 9.152) for not having died in battle. He then cruelly puts his words
into deeds by having him blinded and castrated (9.153). But this public humiliation is
acted out without real justification. One act of injustice sets into motion a long tragic
chain of karmic retribution. Important to note is that Dharmasimha was not mentioned
in the story of Bhimasimha. All we know is that it was Bhimasimha himself who failed to
see that he was being followed by the yet unconquered Ulugh Khan. We are therefore
immediately confronted with the inconsiderate nature of Hammira’s cruel punishment.
Hammira’s violent condemnation, marking the end of his vow of silence, indeed reveals
his own blind and impotent admiration of the virile but foolish Bhimasimha. Everything
that follows the mutilation of Dharmasimha seems precisely to make this point of
inversion: it is Hammira who is de facto blind and impotent. And interestingly, Hammira
appears to gradually assimilate with the blinded and impotent Lion Dharma. Instead of
only explaining how this assimilation happens, I will give a translation of the remainder
of the ninth canto.

Let me first briefly point out that the story of Hammira’s mental blindness and de facto
passivity and impotence takes off with the insertion of a new character, another
(fictional) “brother” of the Chauhan king, named Bhojadeva, who replaces Dharmasimha.
In fact, after Dharmasimha’s curious disappearance from the narrative, this Bhojadeva
will actually replace Dharmasimha’s literary role by resuming the role of the unjustly
treated minister, who loses everything he has. Again, the name is probably not a
coincidence. It may be intended to evoke the memory of the famous eleventh-century
Paramara king Bhojadeva of Dhar (Skt. Dhara), the great poet-king and patron of arts,
who had inspired a flourishing tradition of stories. His tragic fate is alluded to earlier in
this canto when Hammira supposedly conquered Dhara, where another Bhoja ruled, the
namesake of the great Bhoja, whom he caused to wither like a flower (ambhojam iva, 9.18).*

3 sphutite tad dréau niinam yan nadarsi $ako bal |

svayam pascad yad asthasTs tan na pumstvam api tvayi |[9.152||
sakrosam ity upalabhyabhisabhyam bhipatir muhuh |
muska-yugmac-chida-ptirvam tad-dr$au niracikasat |[9.153||

32 paramaranvaya-praudho bhojo bhoja ivaparah |
tatrambhojam ivanena rajfia mlanimaniyata ||9.18||

“Bhoja, like the other Bhoja, the foremost of the Paramara dynasty,
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This is exactly what Hammira will do to his ‘brother’ Bhojadeva. In support of this reading

is that Dharmasimha will avenge the inflicted injustice by employing the ‘dancing queen’

named Dhara-devl. “Queen of Dhara” or “Queen of Flow”. Here is a translation of the first

unit;

Like Vidura to Pandu®, the king had a younger brother, the conqueror named Bhojadeva, who also went by
the name of Wielder of Swords.* The king, who felt satisfied (tusto), gave Dharmasimha’s post to him. And
he (Bhoja) prevented the king from banishing him from the country.

He returned to his house, keeping secret the enmity caused by that crime. Being an adept in Bharata’s
treatise (on dance and theater), he instructed Dharadevi, “Queen of Dhara” in the art of dance and theater
(nrtyam). Under the pretext of dancing (nrtya-cchalat), he sent her again and again to the assembly of the
king. And so, even though remaining at home, he came to know all about the king’s affairs.

One day she came back from the royal assembly, with her body and mind in distress. The blind man
asked her why, after which she explained the heart-tearing reason of her sadness: “Dear friend, today the
king came to know that his horses have died from the vedha-disease.* My songs, dances, and so on no
longer bring joy to him. This is why I'm deeply worried.” When he heard this, he told her: “Do not make
such vain worries. When you find the right moment, you should request the king the following: “Oh king, if
Dharmasimbha is again appointed in his former post, he will certainly double the amount of the dead
horses.” “All right”, she said, and she returned to the king and told him accordingly. And he, out of greed
(Iobhat), summoned the blind man (andham), and reinstalled him.
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was made to wither by the king as if he were a lotus flower.”

3 Vidura is literally the “wise” younger half-brother of Pandu, having the same father (Vyasa) but a
different mother. I return to the significance of the Mahabharata parallel later. We might wonder whether
Nayacandra is implying that Hammira is therefore also like Pandu?

3 This Bhoja appears to be the same as the warrior and “great swordsman” who died while bravely
fighting for the Turkish side in the slightly later vernacular Kanhadade-prabandha (c. 1455), see p. 35 in
translation by Bhatnagar (1991). I elaborate on the likely influence of HMK on this poem in the conclusion
of this dissertation.

35 Apparently a kind of horse disease, which causes “wounds” (vedha).

3 pandor vidura-vat tasya rajfio ‘abhiid anujo jayT |

bhojadevabhidhah khanga-grahity aparanama-bhak [[9.154]|

dharmasimha-padam tasmai tusto ‘tha pradade nrpah |

tam ca nirvasayan de$ad amunaiva nyasidhyata ||9.155||

athdpamanat so ‘bhyetya gupta-vairah sva-mandiram |

adhiti bharate dharadevim nrtyam a$iksayat ||156||

tam ca pre$yanisam nrtya-cchalat parthiva-parsadi |

ve$ma-stho ‘pi vidam asa sa sarvam nrpati-sthitim ||157|

cinta-citangi sa ‘nyedyur agata nrpa-parsadi |

prsta ‘ndhena jagau cinta-karanam hrd-vidaranam |[158||

tatadya vedha-rogena mrtasva-§ravanad vibhoh |

prityai na gita-nrtyadi cinta tenéyam ulvana ||159||

$rutvéty asav imam aha cinta ma sma krtha vrtha |

tam praptavasara kintu parthivam prarthayer iti ||160||

asadyate vibho dharmasimhas$ cet svapadam punah |

mrtebhyoh dvigunan a§vams tad asav anayet dhruvam||161]|



Let me briefly pause here and comment on what happened. After the public humiliation
of Dharmasimha, we learn about his plan of retaliation. Despite the inflicted physical
blindness and impotence, Dharmasimha doesn’t lose the quintessential political skill to
employ deceit. Although Nayacandra uses a more unadorned style to present an
actualized, darker vision of kingship, the whole episode abounds in ambiguous imagery.
Like Prthviraja’s dancing horse, Hammira doesn’t manage to see through a “trick” (chala)
involving ‘someone’ named “Queen of Dhara” - a nod to Bhoja of Dhara, or her dancing
“flow” (dhara), which is about to drain away Hammira’s good fortune. Nayacandra thus
presents Dharmasimha as an adept in Bharata’s famous treatise on dance and theater
(adhiti bharate, 9.156) the Natyasastra, and uses his knowledge effectively to deceive the
Chauhan king, with songs, dance, and so on (gita-nrtyddi).” The trick works: Dharmasimha,
hiding his grudge (gupta-vairah, 156), is reinstalled in his post as minister, deceitfully
promising to double the amount of Hammira’s ‘dead horses’. Hammira appears to have
forgotten all the things his father told him not to do.*

Put differently, this is the start of another story about a sleepy Chauhan king, who will
be unable to control his horse-like senses. The last verse of the extract quoted above
(9.162) clearly suggests that it is indeed Hammira who is the real blind man (andham). The
whole episode is purposefully silent about who the ‘blind man’ is. Blinded by greed
(lobhat) Hammira doesn’t see through the blind man’s deceit. A physically blind and
impotent man is making the king mentally blind and virtually impotent. To make this
transformation become apparent, the narrative flow briefly stops, and we get three verses
commenting on the fatal effect of blinding greed on the quintessential quality of right
discernment (viveka):

Even in the heart of the good the light of right judgment (viveka-dipo)

shines only until the windstorm of greed reaches the state of insanity.

What is this creeper of greed? It appears as something strange indeed:

the sickle of right discrimination (sad-viveka) only becomes blunt in it.

Due to the madness of a flashing greed even the “drops” ** become turbid (andham-bhavisnavah):

om iti pratipadyalsa gata rajfie tadiicisT |

lobhat so ‘py andham ahiiyaddhyakarsit svapade punah ||9.162||

7 There’s thus again a meta-poetic touch to the episode, both characters and readers are put to the
test of noting Dharmasimha (or Nayacandra’s) playful deceit.

8 Worthy of note is that in the previous canto his father had warned him that a king should never re-
appoint a man whom you have harmed, for he will hide his grudge (vaira) and betray him by means of
trickery (8.101). Hammira indeed appears to have forgotten all the advice on good conduct and political
wisdom (niti) needed to maintain Royal Fortune, which his father urged him not to forget (vismaro ma, 8.74).

% The idea of the “drops” is a bit unclear to me. I take them to symbolize the eyes or the tears that
appear in the eyes in moments of intense joy, which make the vision turbid.
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they turn enemies into brothers, and brothers into enemies.*

These verses set the tone for the rest of the poem. Hammira’s maddening greed is said to

blow out the light of right judgment (viveka), to cause a state of mental dullness

(kunthatam), and make his vision - his eye-like drops - become turbid or blind (andham-

bhavisnavah). The result is that the king is mixing up friend and foe. In the remainder of

the canto this logic further unfolds. Here is a translation of the next unit:

Driven by anger this blind man wished to retaliate his grudge (vaira). In order to bring down the
kingdom he took measures that were bad for the future (dur-ayatin). He made the king’s eyes turn
to greed (lobha-drstim) on the path called ‘seizing wealth’ and tormented the subjects by imposing
heavy taxes. Taking horses from horse owners and wealth from the wealthy, he, with his cruel acts
(kraira-karma), became like the end of times (ksaya-kala) for the people.” Filling the treasury with
riches, he became the favorite of the king. Always indeed both kings and courtesans love someone
who gives wealth. But when someone makes the treasury grow by punishing his subjects, is this
not like nourishing the body with one’s own flesh?

Because Bhoja was enjoying his former post, grudge had grown in his heart for a long time. He
asked him (Bhoja) clarity about the revenue from the past year. When Bhojadeva saw this bursting
of blindness (andha-sphiirtim alokya), he became angry and quickly went to the king to inform him.
Folding his hands as a crest on his head, he said: “If my life is of any use to the king, then let him
take it. But I do not tolerate the humiliating speech of a blind man (andhasya)!” The king replied:
“No one should reject the command of this Dharmasimha, whose devotion (bhakti) towards me is
imperishable! One’s followers should serve the man who is worshiped by their lord, as if he is the
lord himself. Who does not worship the bull, because of his good service to the firm Siva, ‘the Pillar’
(suthira-sthanu)?”

Because of this speech and because he saw the violent look in his face (raudra-drg-
vaktralokanena), that pure-minded (Suddha-dhih) Bhojadeva understood that the king’s mind was
corrupted (dustdsayam). He gave everything to him (tasya, Hammira/Dharmasimha) as if his mind
knew no desire. Indeed, when one’s business is completely destroyed, what can even a strong man
do? Nevertheless, because of his noble descent, this man did not abandon the loyalty to his lord
(svami-bhaktatam). Bhoja served the king, like a yogi devotes himself to the supreme brahman.*
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“ yiveka-dipo dipyeta tavad dhrdi satam api

trsna-jhanjha-marud yavan na bhajed unmadisnutam ||163||

trsna-vallir iyam ka ‘pi navaiva pratibhasate |

sad-viveka-kutharo ‘gan navaram yatra kunthatam ||164||

bindavo ‘pi lasal-lobha-madenandham-bhavisnavah | (I take lasal from Kota mss. Instead of sphural)

sapatnan sodariyanti sapatniyanti sodaran ||165||

“ Literally the “Time of destruction”, which is meant to refer to the dissolution of the world at the
end of the kaliyuga.

4 pracikirsann athamarsad andho vaira-pratikriyam|

cakre tad-rajyam ucchettum sa upayan durayatin ||166||

lobha-drstim nrpam krtva dravinddana-vartmana |



The above passage forms another unit, so let me pause here again to reflect on what is
happening. On the surface, the whole episode may read as a critique of Dharmasimha.
However, worthy of attention, is the deliberate silence of the name ‘Dharmasimha’. At the
end of this scene this blind man has clearly assimilated into Hammira’s own character.
We could say that Dharmasimha, after Hammira’s cruel mutilation, ceases to be his
former self. He becomes the nameless ‘blind one’ (andha), as if to hold up a mirror to
Hammira’s own character. The cruel acts (kriira-karmd) of a blind man become for the
people like the ‘Time of destruction’ (ksaya-kala) - the final destruction of the cosmos at
the end of the kaliyuga, after which a new cycle starts. Dharmasimha’s name only appears
as ‘Dharmasimha’ in DharadevT’s deceitful message to the king, and accordingly also in
Hammira’s delusional reply to Bhoja. He foolishly says that “the command of
Dharmasimha” (dharmasimhasya sasanam) cannot be rejected, for his “devotion towards
me is imperishable” (yasya mayi bhaktir anasvart, 9.174).

After this fatal misperception, Dharmasimha’s name never turns up again. His role in
the narrative is finished. Put otherwise, Dharmasimha’s command is Hammira’s command.
Bhoja is forced to give all his property to an unspecified ‘him’ (tasya). The violent (raudra)

sa prajah pidayam asa canda-danda-prapatanaih [[9.167/|
grhnann a$va-dhanebhyo ‘évan dhana-vadbhyo dhanani ca |
kriira-karma sa lokanam ksaya-kala ivabhavat |[9.168||
dravyaih sa piirayan ko$am rajfio ‘bhiid bhréa-vallabhah |
vedyanam ca nrpanam ca dravyado hi sada priyah ||9.169||
praja-dandena yat tena pratene ko$a-varddhanam |

tat kim svasyaiva mamsena na sva-dehdépa-brmhanam |[9.170||
atha sva-pada-bhokrtvad vrddha-vaira$ ciram hrdi |

sa bhuktabda-vyayadaya-$uddhim bhojam ayacata [[9.171]|
kruddho ‘ndha-sphiirtim alokya bhojadevo ‘tha satvaram |
gatva vyajijfiapad bhiipam mauli-mauliyitafijalih ||9.172||
devasya yadi me pranaih karyam grhnatu tarhi tan|

na sahe param andhasya vakyato’[pi] kadarthanam ||9.173|| Syllable missing, ‘pi added.
nijagada nrpo yasya mayi bhaktir anasvarf |

na lupyate ‘tra kenapi dharmasimhasya $§asanam |[9.174]|
svamiva svaminam manyah sevaniyo ‘nujivibhih |
susthira-sthanu-satkarad anadvan kim na pujyate [[9.175]|
bhasanendmuna raudra-drg-vaktralokanena ca |

nrpam dusta$ayam jiatva bhojadevah sa suddha-dhih ||9.176||
nirtha-citta-vat tasya sarvasvam api dattavan |

miilad vinaste karye hi kim kuryad balavan api [[9.177||

tatha ‘py eso ‘bhijatatvad ajahat svami-bhaktatam |

yogiva paramam brahma bhojo bhiipam asevata [[9.178||
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look in Hammtra’s face is clearly suggestive of his cruelty.” Hammira indeed explicitly
says that he and the blinded “Lion Dharma” have become inseparable. They form a strong,
firm pair, like the bull Nandi supports the firm (susthira) Siva, the Pillar (sthanu). They
should be served equally as they are worshipped equally (9.175).

Hammira’s delusion, his corruption of mind (dustasayam) and the violent look in his
face and eyes contrast dramatically with the character of the pure-minded (sudha-dhih)
Bhojadeva, his wise half-brother who is presented as the actual exemplar of loyalty
(svami-bhaktatam), displaying an extraordinary control of his senses. This devout man
(initially) decides to stay loyal, despite clearly seeing such ‘throbbing’ display of blindness
(andha-sphurtim dlokya) and despite saying that he cannot tolerate the humiliation caused
by the words “of a blind man” (andhasya, 9.173). The last part betrays that the tolerance
of the pure-minded Bhojadeva may have a limit. Hammira’s foolish and humiliating words
will indeed strike again. After the ominous time-marker ‘the other day’ the important
Paricatantra subtext story of the owls and the crows finally becomes explicit. Here follows
a translation of the rest of the ninth canto.”

> On the connection between raudra and kriira, “cruelty”, see Pollock 2016: 333 n12. This connotation
is also clear from the Paficatantra story where the Owl king is represented as violent and cruel. The following
extract is quoted from the Clay edition and translation of Olivelle (2006: 370-1):“(...) vicious by nature, cruel
to an extreme; he is mean, and unpleasant in his speech; how can you expect to get protection, if you crown
this owl king?” (svabhava-raudram, atyugram, ksudram, apriya-vadinam ulitkam abhisicyémam katham raksa
bhavisyati?)

“ anyedyur nrpatir vaijanatha-yatram upagatah |

drstva prstha-sthitam bhojam anyoktyédam abhasata ||9.179]|

santy evatra pade pade ‘pi bahavah ksudra nikamam khaga

no kutrapi samo ‘sti garhya itarah kakat varakat param |

krodhavista-patistha-ghtika-nikarasyagréttha-koti-ksatais

trutyat-paksa-cayo ‘pi yas taru-tatam napa-trapah projjhati [[9.180]|

anaya ‘nyokti-kaumudya bhojo ‘mbhojam ivastaruk|

ve$magatya rahah pithasimham sodaram abravit |[9.181]|

devo ‘dya kalya utpasya vacanair durmanayitah |

seva-hevakino ‘py asman na trnany api manyate ||9.182]|

avaptimeya-samrajya-mada-mohita-manasah|

yadi va parthiva naiva kvacid ekanta-vatsalah [|9.183||

yatra-vyajena tad yamo dinani katicid bahih|

kala-ksepo ‘Subhe $reyan niti-vidbhir jage yatah ||9.184||

sammantrya sodarenaivam bhiipam gatva vyajijfiapat |

kasyam vrajami yatrayai yady adisati bhipatih ||9.185||

jagada bhipatir yasi paratah parato na kim |

vina bhavantam apy evam puram sam$obhate pura [[9.186||

ity akrusto ‘pi kaulinyat ksamam eva ksamapatau |

bibhranah pracacalaiso ‘nu kasim saparicchadah [|9.187||

tasmin gate ksitipatih prasarat-pramoda-
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The other day, the king undertook a journey to Vaijanatha». When he saw that Bhoja was standing
behind his back he uttered this allegory:

Everywhere indeed this place abounds with many vile birds.

But nowhere does a bird deserve the same contempt as the wretched crow.
The troops of owls - those who are very clever and filled with anger -

tore off his feathers through the countless bites from the tips of their beaks.
Yet, shamelessly, he doesn’t leave behind his abode in the tree.

Because of the moonlight of this allegory (anayanyokti-kaumudya), Bhoja became like the day-lotus
deprived of luster. He went to his house and said to his brother Pithasimha: “See! This morning
the king has become mad (durmandyitah) through his words. Even though we are devoted to his
service, he doesn’t consider us even the worth of a straw (na trnany api manyate). Their minds are
deluded by the madness (mada-mohita-manah) of obtaining an immeasurable empire. And yet
nowhere do kings show affection to even a single person (ekanta-vatsalah). Let us therefore go away
for a few days, under the pretext (chala) of going on a pilgrimage. After all, it is said by those who
know the wisdom of policy (niti) that the best thing to do in misfortune is to let some time pass by
(kala-ksepo).”

Discussing the matter in this way with his brother he went to the king and informed him: “If
the king grants me permission, I will go to Kasi (Varanasi) for a pilgrimage.” The king said: “Why
don’t you go away farther? Even without you indeed, this city will shine like earlier.” Despite this
offence, because of his nobility (kaulinyat) he still bore patience (ksamam) with the king, “the lord
of the earth” (ksama-patau). And with his retinue he left to Kasi.

When he left, the king, whose heart was overflowing with joy,

suitably appointed the hero Ratipala - “Protector of Pleasure” - on the post of general.
And while combining the threefold aims of human life,

which is the only good in this world,

he spent his days in utmost enjoyment.

This is how the first canto about Hammira’s kingship dramatically and ironically comes

to an end. The story of Hammira’s injustice toward the wise Dharmasimha transforms

into his mistreatment of his replacer, another wise man, fittingly called Bhojadeva,

described as “pure-minded” (suddha-dhih, 9.176), who in turn is replaced by a man who is

ominously called Ratipala. This name has a clear comic ring. It means something like

“Protector of (Sexual) Pleasure”. I will discuss the significance of this character below.

hrd dandanayaka-pade ratipala-viram |

yuktya ‘bhisicya jagad-eka-hita-trivarga-

samsargato ‘tisarasan divasan anaistt |[9.188||

% Vernacular for Vidyanatha, name for Siva as lord of medicine.
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First, I want to elaborate on how the whole episode is loaded with a deep sense of tragic
irony, revolving around Hammira’s two insults directed at Bhoja.

Most interesting is the first insult, where Hammira uses an allegorical expression
(anyokti), to indirectly humiliate Bhoja, who is standing behind his back. But Hammira
seems to misunderstand the gist of the Paricatantra allegory of the owl and crow which he
uses to make his insult. In Hammira’s allegory the ‘vile crow’ is obviously meant to refer
to Bhoja. But the crows in the Paficatantra story, even though massacred by the owls,
decide to stay in their tree...and take revenge! Similarly, this Bhojadeva, even though
everything is taken away from him (by Hammira/Dharmasimha), decides to stay in the
kingdom. This why Hammira uses the analogy with the crow to insult Bhoja. But Hammira
doesn’t seem to understand that the Paficatantra story revolves around how the more clever
crows — who had enough of the suffering inflicted by the owls - manage to completely
burn down the camp of the powerful owls. In other words, Hammira’s allegory doesn’t
make sense. Hammira appears to wrongly refer to the owl as the “most clever” (patistha),
whereas the Paficatantra story typically juxtaposes the stupidity, cruelty and blindness of
the owl with the more thoughtful nature of the crow. The vile crow is presented in the
influential version of the twelfth-century Jain author Pirnabhadra (who composed the
work in 1199) as the most clever of the birds (ayam paksinam madhye ‘ti-caturah).*

The ‘mistake’ in Hammira’s allegory is perhaps also literally audible, and indicative of
the misfortune that is about to come, both for Hammira and Bhoja. We read how Bhoja,
compared to a lotus (ambhoja) blooming during the day, loses his luster (asta-ruk) because
of “this moonlight of allegorical speech”, anaydnyokti-kaumudya. In this compound the
instrumental demonstrative noun anaya, can be read as a-naya “bad policy”. Thus, instead
of “this moonlight of allegoric speech”, it can be read as “the moonlight of this allegory
of bad policy (a-naya)”. This is quite fitting to the gist of the Paficatantra story, where the
owl camp is destroyed because of the owl king’s bad policy. Bhoja, moreover, explains to
his brother that “because of his words” (vacanair) Hammira has become mad or ignorant
(durmanayitah, 9.182), like all kings who are deluded by madness (mada-mohita-manah,
9.183). And still, the patient Bhoja controls his emotions, like a yogi, and decides to let time
pass (kala-ksepo). Contrary to Hammira, the wise Bhojadeva does know what the experts
on political wisdom (niti) actually say. Unfortunately for Bhoja, yet another humiliating
insult follows. It is worth recalling that earlier he indeed indicated that he cannot tolerate
the humiliating acts of a blind man (9.173). Not unexpectedly therefore, the shift in
Bhoja’s loyalty forms the topic of the next canto.

16 Sanskrit quoted from the edition of Hertel (1908: 181). There is of course some ambivalence
regarding the status of both rivalling parties, the owls and the crows, who are both morally ambiguous,
which Hammira seems to deny here by referring to the Owl as the most clever. In HMK, it is Hammira who
can be said to represent the misfortunate fate of the day-blind owl king.
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Finally, it is worth emphasizing that the dramatic gap between Hammira’s blindness
and the reader’s awareness widens to an extreme in the concluding verse. Hammira
remains completely blind to the fatal process he has set in motion, and his joy seems to
increase with each foolish act. We learn how excessive joy (pramoda) flows through his
heart as Bhoja leaves the kingdom. Hammira foolishly replaces the loyal Bhoja by a
seemingly eminent man, a “hero” (viram) named Ratipala, “Protector of (sexual)
Pleasure”, who will also later make his name true.” The name of this character is a playful
variation on the name of one of the two traitors in the Hammira’s legend, known in other
versions as Rayapala or Ramapala.® Nayacandra must have changed his name to
underscore the stupidity of Hammira’s choice to replace the loyal, wise and “pure-
minded” (Suddha-dhih, 9.176) Bhoja by a man whose name already reveals his
untrustworthy nature. To enhance the irony of the whole canto, the concluding verse
describes this decision as done “suitably” (yuktya). While the ill-fortuned Bhojadeva
leaves the court, the king himself continues to spend his days in over-enjoyment (ati-
sarasan divasan). Throughout the rest of the poem Hammira remains blind and deaf to the
extreme dissonance between his personal satisfaction and the suffering his kingship is
inflicting upon his subjects.

The whole ninth canto sets the stage for the perspective that it is Royal Fortune who
considers worthless rulers like Hammira who don’t really seem to concern themselves
with the welfare of the kingdom. We come to realize that king Hammira is not the ‘one’
(eka) worthy of praise in the dark age of Kali, but rather exemplifies the vagaries of the
present time itself. He becomes the blind and impotent ‘Lion Dharma’, the embodiment of
a deeply flawed kingship, a royal dharma gone awry, as usual in the kaliyuga. An unjustly
blinded and castrated ‘Lion of Righteousness’ still manages to employ his skill in the art
of dance, instructing someone called Dharadevi, the “Queen of Flow”, as if to playfully
drain away the kingdom’s Royal Fortune.

7 At a crucial moment in the thirteenth canto Ratipala will indeed betray Hammira after the enemy
has deceivingly won his trust by offering him alcohol and the sexual services of his sister. By naming the
would-be-traitor “Ratipala” Nayacandra intensifies the dramatic irony of the remainder of the narrative.
Nayacandra will use the character Ratipala as yet another mirror image of Hammira himself, testing his
kingship, revealing how the Chauhan king responds to and fulfills his fate. Like with the ‘traitor’
Dharmasimha, Hammira will later too persist in viewing Ratipala as his most loyal and devoted general,
again stubbornly neglecting the advice of his younger brother Virama - perhaps also fictional (meant as a
nod to his patron Virama Tomar, as I explain in the last chapter, section 5.2).

* E.g. Rayapala in Hammirdyana, and Ramapala in Purusapariksa.
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4.4 Bhojadeva’s lament: blaming Hammira, waking Alauddin

Let me repeat that HMK is deeply concerned with the topic of fame and blame, and their
potentially blurred distinction. What is really at stake throughout HMK, at least for the
Chauhan king himself, is the prevention of posthumous blame. I have highlighted how
his story doesn’t take a splendid start. Hammira, introduced in verse 1.8 as the one and
only (eka) king worthy of praise in this age, doesn’t escape the typical criticism of kings
found throughout Sanskrit literature. In the ninth canto Nayacandra thus uses a stock
imagery of royal critique when comparing Hammira’s behavior to that of a courtesan
(vesya, 9.169). In Shulman’s book The King and the Clown, which discusses the various comic
and tragic transformations of kingship in South Asian literature, he notes how kings and
courtesans are believed to “indulge in “sin,” are indifferent to others’ sufferings, blend
truth and falsehood, cruelty and mercy; both, moreover, seek their own advantage before
all else.”* Nayacandra of course never gets that explicit. He never directly speaks of
Hammira as a cruel, selfish king. He uses other characters to voice subversive visions on
Hammira’s kingship. Hammira will even get the chance to defend himself. And this is
what makes the poem so fascinating. Nayacandra seems to be playing a game of balance,
in which not only opposing narrative modes clash, but also a range of perspectives.

In this section I will further explore the perspective of Bhojadeva, who can be said to
assume the role of the unjustly treated Dharmasimha. I do this through a close reading of
the tenth canto. After the turbulent ninth canto, the criticism of Hammira becomes less
explicit. It is as if the poem seeks to gradually rebuild the heroic stature of the main
protagonist, or restore the balance between the eulogistic format and the deeply tragic
content. But the damage done to Hammira’s heroic image does continue to make itself
audible in the rest of the narrative. As always, we are invited to read or listen carefully.

The tenth canto further reflects on Hammira’s not so ideal kingship from the
perspective of the unfortunate Bhojadeva, who decides to betray the king. Bhoja’s
betrayal will eventually drive him further into misery. But it also brings about the fruition
of what he wants: revenge, the retaliation (prati-kriya, “counter-action”, 10.2) of what he
perceives as causeless injustice. And interestingly, all this leads to the awakening of the
‘lion” Alauddin from his sleep, as I will demonstrate in this section. We learn in the first
verse of the tenth canto that Bhoja, while leaving the kingdom, starts contemplating his
misfortune (sva-durdasam), caused by the king’s crime (apamanad). Worthy of note is that
Bhoja’s subsequent betrayal is thus again motivated by thoughtful reflection, and not by

* Shulman 1985: 308, n18, paraphrasing Sternbach (1953: 143) about this popular comparison in
gnomic literature.
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the recklessness that characterizes the Chauhan king. The second verse explains the
reason behind his betrayal:

Without any reason even, the king - protector of man -
has displayed such contempt for me.

If I don’t retaliate this

then of what use is

the destiny of the wise?*

This and several of the subsequent verses make explicit that for less virile men like the
wise Dharmasimha and Bhoja too, there’s something like a sense of pride (abhi-mana, 10.1,
10.5), here most likely in the sense of self-respect. As is often the case in epic and tragic
literature, as well as in real life, conflict typically revolves around the problem of pride.
There’s an ambivalence toward this notion. It can assume many forms, with both positive
and pejorative connotations, ranging from a sense of self-respect to a blinding, selfish
arrogance, obstinacy and self-conceit, often indicated by the more pejorative ahan-kara,
‘the I-maker’, egoism. In Rajput literature it is typically used in the sense of one’s
wounded sense of honor (mana) which aligns with the hero’s (somewhat delusional)
desire to prevent future shame and blame, a major topic in the penultimate canto
(discussed in the next sections).

The general idea here is that Bhoja’s sense of pride or self-respect dictates him to do
something, and not just let the injustice go unpunished (like Dharmasimha did). One verse
(10.7) says that people who tolerate (sahate) the humiliation inflicted by the enemy have
an impotent mind (kltba-mana, 10.7): let there be no birth to him, for he steals away the
pride of his mother’s youth (janani-yauvana-garva-garhini). The verse clearly voices the
point implicit in the previous canto where the castrated Dharmasimha’s preserved his
mental potency, in contrast to the de facto impotence of extreme virility (pumstvam,
“manliness”), embodied by Bhimasimha (and warrior-kings like Hammira). In other
words, Bhoja seems to resume the role of the unjustly humiliated Dharmasimha.

Another important point is that through Bhoja’s stream of thoughts, we learn that
friendship and enmity is a matter of how one acts alone (kriyaydiva, 10.6): friends/family can
therefore turn into enemies, and vice versa (10.6), again reinforcing the message from the
previous canto (as made explicit in 9.156). It is not a crime (patakam) when one would kill
someone who commits great crimes, even when he is a kinsman (10.5). These points -
Bhoja’s perspective - anticipate Hammira’s later fatal delusion. He will refuse to kill his
beloved new general ‘Ratipala’, accused of treason, because of his noble descent (kulina).
By contrast, he will reason that the Mongol refugees will betray him because of their

%0 vitatana vina ‘pi karanam nara-natho mama yam tiraskriyam |
vidadhe yadi tat-pratikriyam na tada kéva manasvinam gatih ||10.2||
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natural otherness (paratvam). I discuss these episodes in the next sections. For now, I want
to emphasize how Bhoja’s thoughts make us understand - and indeed sympathize with -
the perspective of those who set out to shift loyalties. It may only be natural that those
who are humiliated without any reason (vina’pi karanam, 10.2), like Dharmasimha and Bhoja,
will want to retaliate the injustice inflicted upon them.

Bhoja himself is perhaps not entirely excused for what he does next, when he decides
to go to Yoginipuram (Delhi), and serve the king of the mlecchas ‘the barbarians’. We learn
how every day the king nourished (apusat) his ‘mature’ pride (praudha-manam) - here
perhaps in the sense of Bhoja’s wounded sense of honor - with many gifts of gold, horses,
etc. The result is that Bhoja became his own (nija, 10.21) - or one of his own people. (In the
slightly later Kanhadade-prabandha (1455), this Bhoja is presented as one of Alauddin’s
most loyal warriors.)” The episode presents this winning over of Bhoja as the result of
Alauddin’s infallible political skills (10.13). But we might also get the sense that Bhoja gets
back what the blind Hammira/Dharmasimha unjustly extracted from him. Indeed, what
Bhoja ultimately wants, is retaliation, justice.

Bhoja’s arrival in Alauddin’s court serves as the prelude to a fascinating episode, in
which the reader, together with Alauddin, is invited to see through the illusory nature of
the panegyric mode. Having won Bhoja over to his side, Alauddin, on some occasion
(anyada), asks Bhoja if it is possible to defeat Hammira quickly in the war (katham esa
hammiro jiyate yudhi maya drutam eva, 10.14). What follows is a set of verses in which the
fearless (gata-bhir, 10.15) Bhoja lavishly praises Hammira’s qualities as a warrior and ruler,
each time ending by throwing back the question Alauddin asked him: “how is it then
possible to conquer the illustrious hero Hammira on the battlefield in mere play” (sa
$rthammiravirah samara-bhuvi katham jiyate lilaydiva, 10.16-10.24)?

The illustrious image of Hammira in these verses creates a stark dissonance with the
actualized portrayal of Hammira’s kingship from the previous canto. But like in the
previous cantos, right after the body of praise thickens to an extreme, our poet breaks
this illusory image, and unveils the mask of the panegyric mode. Again, the imagery of
waking and blindness becomes central in making this playful move. And the movement
itself, the transition to the ‘truth’, appears to become audible through a meaningful
change in meter and tone.

Let me show how this shift happens. Important to note is that Bhoja in fact introduces
his long speech by saying that if Alauddin asks the truth (satyam), he shouldn’t get angry
at him. The meter then purposefully changes to the long sragdhara meter (4x21 syllables)
where Hammira is lavishly praised as the most ideal ruler, conjuring up an image of the
Chauhan king that would indeed potentially anger his new lord Alauddin. The first verse
(finally) re-introduces Laksmi, the goddess of Royal Fortune who was left out from the

*1See p. 35 in translation by Bhatnagar 1991.

170



not so ideal ninth canto. It thus ends by saying that Hammira is like Visnu who “displays
the Fortune of prosperity and happiness” (tanute bhagya-saubhdgya-laksmim, 10.16). This
idealistic tone continues for another eleven verses. But in the two last verses the
concluding refrain - ‘how is it then possible to defeat him’ - drops out. And the meter
meaningfully changes to that of the “tiger’s play”, sardilavikridita, as if to anticipate the
slow (and dangerous?) approach of the truth (satyam), which Bhoja said he would tell.
Let’s first consider how the imagery of ‘waking’ recurs in one of these final verses of
praise:

Some are brave, others intelligent, and some are benevolent.
Some are wise, others good, and yet others are generous.

That superior man who is endowed with the greatness

of cultivating only one of these qualities, he is awake.

But someone whose body contains all these excellent qualities,
that is the hero Hammira.?

Bhoja’s verse - clearly mimicking the tone of the royal panegyric (prasasti) - suggests that
Hammira must be the most wakeful hero on the earth. After all, he is someone who is
endowed with all the virtuous qualities (needed to attract Royal Fortune). This verse thus
continues the tone of the previous verses, all of which ended with the rhetorical question
‘how then can Hammira be defeated in battle, in mere play?’ But the exclusion of this
refrain, together with the switch to the ‘tiger’s play’ meter creates the expectation that
we are about to hear something different, the truth (satyam) about how and why Hammira
can be defeated. It is indeed only two verses later that we hear another “but” (param).” It
throws us back to Hammira’s not so ideal actualized kingship, reminding us that now the
kingdom is under the sway of a “blind man”:

But now -

just like what the wind is to a flame

what a cloud is to a bunch of lotuses

what the passing of day is to the sun

what sex with a beautiful woman is to the best ascetic

what the swelling of a disease is to the body

what clinging to extreme greed is for a group of good virtues -

52 §uirah kascana ka$canipi matiman daksinyavan kascana

prajfiah kascana ka$canapi sukrti data punah kascana |

ity ekdika-guna-praridha-mahima jagarti bhiiyan janah

sarvaih §restha-gunair adhisthita-tanur hammira-virah param ||10.25||

% Like in the other verse, the ‘but’ comes at the very end of the verse. In English we would place it at
the very beginning to create the contrastive effect.
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there is a cause of the destruction of his kingdom:
one blind man is gambling.*

It seems that Hammira as an embodiment of the wakeful ideal king (and good husband to
Royal Fortune) only exists in some unreal, idealized space outside time, in the panegyric
mode. The verse slowly approaches the tragic truth, perhaps not unlike the tiger’s slow
but deadly pace which gives its name to the meter of these final verses.* The verse thus
starts with a more general imagery about a process of fading or decay in natural
phenomena. When reaching the last example we are clearly reminded of Hammira’s
blinding greed from the previous canto. The last line then finally announces ‘the truth’,
or really responds to Alauddin’s question. The supposedly invincible Hammira can
actually be defeated. This is because now, in the present time (adhuna), there’s one blind
man, who “shines” or rather “gambles” (divyati).* This blind man is or will be the cause of
the destruction of his kingdom (tad-rdjyasya-vinasa-hetur). On the surface, the verse is
meant to point to the blinded Dharmasimha who is pulling the strings in Hammira’s
kingdom. However, the verse purposefully speaks in unspecific terms about “one blind
man” (eko ‘ndho). The assimilation between Dharmasimha and Hammira in the previous
canto, as argued above, is therefore preserved. There too Bhoja only speaks about the
‘blind one’, never about Dharmasimha.

More can be said about Bhoja’s concluding verse. We could say that in this verse the
parallel with the destructive dice game of the Mahabharata becomes apparent. In the
Chauhan kingdom there’s a “blind man playing the dice”. Similar to the start of the
Mahabharata war, the events leading to the complete destruction of the Chauhan dynasty,
take off with the public humiliation of Dharmasimha, Hammira’s foremost minister. The
scene might be meant to be reminiscent of the assault on Draupadi - who symbolizes the
goddess of Fortune - after Yudhisthira staked her in a dice game and lost her, leading to
her public humiliation in the assembly hall. Both the humiliation of Dharmasimha and
Draupadi function as the major drive for the ensuing conflict, ultimately culminating in
a destructive massacre on both sides.

> dipyasyéva samiranah sarasija-$rener ivimbhodharah

stiryasyéva dintyayo yativarasyévalnadrk-sangamah |

dehasyéva gadddayo guna-ganasyévatilobhasrayas

tadrajyasya vinasa-hetur adhunaiko ‘ndhah param divyati ||10.28||

% Cf. Yigal Bronner’s observation about this meter in a different context, noting how “to the ear of
the trained kavya reader, even the pattern of long and short syllables resembles the trot of a large cat”
(2010:32).

*¢ This verbal root also signifies “to shine, be bright”, but the connection with the cause of defeat
clearly suggests its meaning as gambling, playing the dice game. In Vyasa’s Mahabharata this divyati “he
gambles, plays or stakes” recurs again and again when Yudhisthira stakes his kingdom.
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I suggest that Nayacandra purposefully evokes this parallel, making the analogy
rather explicit through the dice-imagery chosen by Bhoja. He explains how a blind man
who gambles (divyati) is the “cause of his kingdom’s destruction” (tadrdjasya vinasa-hetuh).
The repeated evocation of Mahabharata imagery may lend support to this reading. Bhoja
was thus compared to Vidura (9.154), the wise and respected advisor to the Pandava side.
Moreover, Bhoja’s replacer, the would-be-traitor Ratipala, will be compared to Sakuni
(13.80), the cunning advisor of the Kaurava side who indeed wins the dice game for
Duryodhana against Yudhisthira. Furthermore, in the eighth canto Jaitrasimha had
reminded Hammira - in the penultimate verse of his ominous talk on political wisdom
that - one should stay away from the game of dice (durodaram 8.104): because of a dice
game, which awakens great misfortune (jagrad-udagra-kastam), the Pandavas became an
object of mockery (vidambanam). And this is what will happen to Hammira too. I will
explain in the next sections that he repeatedly expresses his fear to become ridiculed
(vidambanam, as in 13.142).

Bhoja subtly and ambiguously reveals to Alauddin what the reader figured out before,
the truth about Hammira’s fatal condition of blindness. The deliberate ambiguity about
the ‘gambling blind man’ thus continues ingeniously in the next verse, preventing the
heroic frame from collapsing. Bhoja explains that if Alauddin attacks the Chauhan
kingdom now, Hammira’s subjects will leave him. This is because “already earlier they
had reached a state of despair, due to the very violent punishment inflicted by someone who
lost his eyes (ita nirasatam gata-netra-canda-tara-dandandat pura, 10.30). Again, the
assimilation is skillfully preserved.”

It’s important to be attentive to the charm of this silence about Dharmasimha’s name.
For example, the ambiguity gets lost in Kirtane’s paraphrase which irons out the
ambivalences and tensions, or in the Hindi translation of the text, which chooses to
translate the unspecified “blind man” and “the one who lost his eyes” with the name
Dharmasimha.” But his name, as mentioned before, never shows up after ‘the blind man’
assimilated into Hammira himself as his most devoted minister. The general idea
emerging from Bhoja’s perspective is that the Chauhan kingdom is under the sway of a
blind man. Bhoja explicitly blamed Hammira for insulting him without any reason. Now
he implicitly blames him for blindly staking the Fortune (Sri/Laksmi) of the kingdom,

57 The severe punishment or danda, literally the staff or rod as the symbol of power, inflicted by
“someone without eyes” (gata-netra), can both refer to Hammira, who ‘blindly’ punished Dharmasimha, or
to the blinded Dharmasimha who in revenge punishes Hammira by tormenting his subjects. In the previous
canto the powerful post of danda-ndyaka, “the one who wields the staff” (9.188) seems to pass on from
Dharmasimha to Bhoja, then back to the revengeful blind Dharmasimha, then to the hero Ratipala,
“Protector of Pleasure”, who will continue to symbolize the unstable nature of Hammira’s power.

8 Trivedi 1997: 117.
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putting at risk the welfare of his subjects, who like Bhoja himself have reached a state of
despair (nirasatam, 10.30).

Apart from blaming Hammira, Bhoja has another important role to play in the tenth
canto. The story of Bhoja’s misfortune and flight to Alauddin’s court has the effect of
inverting the traditional heroic core of the Hammira legend. I explain in more detail in
the next chapter how the refugee Bhoja clearly takes the place of the refugee Mahimasahi
in the traditional story. Here I want to emphasize how Bhoja’s inversive role aligns with
another purpose laid out for him, namely to awaken Alauddin by instigating his anger
(allavadindmarsano, which is the title of the tenth canto.) Like the ‘fictional’ Dharmasimha,
Bhoja fades out from the poem as soon as this role is completed. Interestingly, as noted
earlier, HMK’s Bhoja seems to have a short afterlife as Alauddin’s loyal general in the
vernacular epic Kanhadade-prabandha.

After Bhoja points out the weakness of the Chauhan kingdom - Hammira himself -,
Alauddin sends forth his army to the ‘Hinduvata’ pass in the Chauhan kingdom. This
happens, again, with Ulugh Khan as the celebrated commander “who considers worthless
the best among the ksatriya warriors” (ksatrottamsan manyamanas trndmsan, 10.32). We get
a new variation of the triumph-turned-defeat logic, which will extend itself over the rest
of the cantos. The Chauhan camp wins this first military encounter, leading to the
obtainment of Lady Victory (jaya-laksmir, 10.62). The Chauhan victory is celebrated in
utmost joy, with an ominous emphasis on Hammira’s admiration and celebration of his
new general Ratipala - the future traitor. It is Ratipala “Protector of Pleasure” who
gladdens Hammira by spreading forth the king’s renown (khyati-krte, 10.61). This is how
Hammira praises his beloved general Ratipala, a clear echo of the deeply ironic
concluding verse from the previous canto:

Then, hearing about the extreme fearlessness of Ratipala,
the king’s happiness flashed forth.

And thinking “This is my elephant in rut”

he threw garlands of gold at his feet.”

With Hammira’s extreme fondness of Bhoja’s replacer, the new general Ratipala -
“Protector of Sexual Pleasure” -, a new process of assimilation sets in. Ratipala becomes
as it were the new Bhimasimha, an exemplar of extreme bravery (Saurya) - which is
literally “surpassing an elephant” (attbham).® (The way Hammira values the virile duo

% atha ksitiéo ratipala-§auryam atibham akarnya lasat-pramodabh |

matto mamayam gaja ity amusya pade ‘ksipat kaficana-§rngalani |[10.63||

% There’s an ironic reference to the idea of this verse in the penultimate canto when Hammira fights
his last battle. In praising Hammira’s heroism, we learn that his arrows first pierce through the armor of a
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Ratipala-Bhimasimha is diametrically opposed to his treatment of the wise duo Bhoja-
Dharmasimha.) The joyful atmosphere soon breaks. The four Mongol yavanas, who are
introduced in this canto out of the blue, cannot (yet) share in the enjoyment, and tell
Hammira that they want to punish the “ungrateful” (krta-ghno) Bhoja. Because of him the
“hero’s vow” (vira-vratam) becomes dissolved (vilinam)(10.65). But a celebration of the
hero’s vow - or a condemnation of Bhoja’s supposed ingratitude - is clearly not the point
of the canto. When Hammira grants the Mongols permission to punish Bhoja, we learn
that his order resembled “Lady Victory’s spell of delusion” (jaya-sriyo mohana-mantravat,
10.68). As elsewhere in HMK the blinding Splendor of victory signals the upcoming defeat,
on the Chauhan side.

After these two battles, which both Ulugh Khan and Bhoja miraculously survive (Ulugh
Khan, “by his good fortune” bhagya-yogat, 10.57, “by controlling his fate”), they both
arrive at Alauddin’s court, and tell him what happened. Especially the speech of the ill-
fortuned Bhojadeva, whose family has been taken captive, draws the attention. He
literally interrupts Ulugh Khan, bursting out into fury (10.71). Spreading out his garment
on the ground, he starts rolling back and forth, lamenting his fate in great agony. He
proclaims that even after his death what happened that day will not go to oblivion (na
vismared, 10.73). These are powerful statements, calls to our attention. They might evoke
a sense of pity for Bhoja, who lost everything, twice. The first time without any reason;
the second time for his ‘betrayal’ - or his taking refuge in Alauddin’s kingdom - while
being accused of ‘ungratefulness’ by Hammira’s own refugee Mahimasahi. Let me quote
the final verse from Bhoja’s lament, followed by Alauddin’s reaction:

So what can I do? To whom can I cling?
Where can I go? And what can I say?
This heart, now and then, resembles

a tuft of grass shaken by the wind.

When (Alauddin) asked him

“Why are you rolling on your robe?”

he replied: “Don’t you know that the whole earth
is conquered by the Chauhan?”*

mad elephant (matta-varana), he then mounts him, making him emit his rut (mada) (13.216). Hammira’s
arrows are described as having such speed and strength that they pass through the elephants’ body, and go
away far, “fearing the blame that they too have become like Ratipala’ (ratipalavad ete ‘pi jata ity apavadatah
bhitd..., 13.217). The idea is that if the arrows would stay in the body of the rutting elephant people might
associate the ‘arrows’ with Ratipala, Hammira’s ‘elephant in rut’.

¢ tat kim karomi kam va $rayami yami kva va kimu vadami |

hrdayam vatandolita-tiila-tulam kalayatidam anuvelam ||10.76|

luthito ‘si kim iha sicaydpariti prsto ‘muna punah so ‘vak |

janasi kim na nikhilam ilam jitam cahamanena |[10.77 ||
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Bhoja, shaken by the twists of fortune, or fate, not only blames Hammira, but ‘awakens’
Alauddin. It is indeed Bhoja’s lament that brings the canto to its finale. Bhoja’s speech is
presented as the ghee that kindles the fire in Alauddin’s heart, which was already loaded
with the timber of Ulugh Khan’s lament (10.78). Bhoja’s desperation - perhaps partly
deriving from his inability to retaliate the injustice done to him- instigates Alauddin to
proclaim his “series of poems” (kavya-paramparam, 10.79, till 10.88). Like Bhoja’s earlier
series of poems within the poem, these too reveal a compelling truth about the Chauhan
heroes. They tell us again something about why the Chauhan heroes can be conquered.

Alauddin’s anger marks another tragic shift in the narrative. His heroic resolution,
uttered in a series of poems, shows how the earlier conflict over paying tribute transforms
into a renewed determination. As one verse tells, he now vows to completely destroy the
Chauhan dynasty (nikhile sricahamane kule, 10.87). In another verse we learn that Hammira,
as it were, “woke up a lion, whose moist eyes were covered in sleep” (nidra-mudrana-
sandra-netra-yugalah simhah samutthapito, 10.81). This line thus creates, once again, an
ominous flashback to the ironic death of Hammira’s ‘sleepy’ predecessor Prahladana, who
died after killing a sleeping lion, which stirred up another lion who killed him. The next
verse asks which ‘fool’ (ku-dht, “having a bad mind”) dares to anger king Alauddin. The
whole scene might make the following analogy apparent to the reader. Hammira’s foolish
support for the virile duo ‘Lion Bhima’- Ratipala and unjust acts toward the wise duo ‘Lion
Dharma’-Bhoja leads to the complete awakening of the ‘lion” Alauddin who resolves to
defeat the last sleepy king of the Chauhan lineage.

Interestingly, Alauddin speaks about steadfastness (sthairyam) as “the abode of the
game of fame” (kirti-keli-sadanam). In one of the following verses of his heroic speech
(10.84) Alauddin pokes fun at those “fickle heroes, Virama and the others, trembling with
the burden of a wakeful insanity” (jagran-mada-bhara-taralas caficala viramadya). They are
driven by an “‘itching desire’ (kandila) for the art of killing, which is imagined as a kind
of sport or game (kala-keli). But this restless desire to fight is clearly not the game that
attracts Laksmi. For example, Lawrence McCrea has indicated that in Magha’s
Sisupalavadha this itch for battle is a leitmotif that connotes the “prideful, but self-
destructive impulsiveness” of Krsna’s anti-hero, Si$upala.# This is very similar to the
presentation of the Chauhan’s heroism in Nayacandra’s poem. In HMK the quality really
needed to conquer one’s enemy is not a hasty and lustful itch for battle, but mindful
reflection. In the game like context of war ‘wisdom’ typically equals the skill to deceive
or cheat, and see through deceit, as I explained at length in the two previous chapters.
The next canto shows again how Ulugh Khan emerges, in 11.22, as the clever (and steady)
gamester (kitavah), “thinking over and over again” (mate mate) about how to deceive

2 McCrea 2014: 127.
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Hammira. And Hammira, once again, emerges as the fickle, unsteady ruler, who doesn’t
realize that he is being tricked, when offered the conditions for a truce - in fact a
distraction maneuver to win time and install his troops around the fort. In this episode
Hammira is only deceitfully offered the option to further “play with playful Royal
Fortune” (kridikrtam kridaya rajya-laksmim, 11.61).® The reader knows, by contrast, that
she is already slipping away.

4,5 Hammira’s obstinacy: stuck in the past, fearing the future

Perhaps it is time to give Hammdira a voice and examine the disadvantaged perspective of
our tragic hero, who is indeed fated to lose Royal Fortune. We might be able to mitigate
the negativity surrounding his foolishness, perhaps a natural attribute of every
courageous hero. In the penultimate thirteenth canto Hammira is repeatedly given a
chance to voice his perspective, and defend his acts or non-activity, the passivity of
fatalism that seems to characterize the tragic hero. For some time, there will be no acts
of cruelty or humiliating insults toward those who try to stop Hammira’s tragedy from
further unfolding. It will be difficult, however, to forget what has happened to
Dharmasimha and Bhoja. The latter emphatically proclaimed that what Hammira did will
never go to oblivion (na vismared, 10.74). Indeed, the problems caused by Hammira’s
blindness will not disappear with Bhoja’s disappearance from the narrative. Eventually,
Hammira’s tendency to mistake friend for foe, will culminate in a point of no return in
canto thirteen. A final fatal error of judgment makes the Chauhan king ‘insult’ the loyal
Mongol Mahimasahi, indirectly leading to the fall of Ranthambhor. But before the poem’s
tragic (and somewhat confusing) climax, discussed in the last three sections of this
chapter, Hammira is given a few opportunities to literally respond to his fate. He can
perhaps still defend his name.

In this section I will discuss two extracts from ‘dialogues’ between Hammira and his
family. In the first one Hammira refutes the advice of his younger brother Virama, who
tries to make clear that Hammira’s favorite warlord Ratipala has betrayed him. In the
other one Hammira refutes the request of his daughter called Devalladevi, who urges her
father to give her to Alauddin, and thus stop the war by making an alliance. I will first
focus on Hammira’s reply to Virama, and then on the perspective of Hammira’s queens,

8 I discuss the subversive effect of Ulugh Khan’s scam at more length in the next chapter, in section
5.4.
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voiced through his daughter Devalladevi.# The conflict revolves around different views
on dharma, the right thing to do. Hammira will equate dharma with the pursuit of fame.
By contrast, his family - his brother and daughter - will remind him of his primary duty
as a king, that is, prevent the kingdom from going to ruins.

To make sense of Hammira’s responses it is important to first explain the setting. Both
conversations ensue from Ratipala’s treason. As explained in the previous chapter,
Alauddin had chosen to invite Hammira’s favorite general to his encampment, after Time
(kala), arriving as the monsoon rains, had nearly drained away the Saka camp. Instead of
falling into despair Alauddin is cast as the master trickster (mayavin) who employs his
unfailing trickery (kiita) to win over Ratipala, “Protector of (sexual) Pleasure” to his side
by means of false promises, flattery, alcohol and sex. Ratipala thus returns to the Chauhan
camp as a traitor and drunkard, still smelling of alcohol and sex. He carries a message for
Hammira containing “words that awaken conflict” (virodhédbodhinir vaco, 13.82).

I want to suggest that the deceitful message of Ratipala/Alauddin contains three
‘tricks’. But to Hammira, Ratipala’s speech will come across as a series of useless, and
disturbing points of information (presented by his beloved, trustworthy general).
Ratipala’s speech thus starts by voicing Alauddin’s complaint that the ‘the fool’ (miidhah)
Hammira didn’t give his daughter to Alauddin: he will therefore continue the siege until
he captures the beloved women “of him, who doesn’t give away his daughter” (putrim
ayacchato ‘musya, 13.84).” This emphasis on Hammira’s unwillingness to give away his
daughter is important. In HMK, the conflict does not revolve around Hammira’s
compassionate choice to protect the Mongol refugees, and his refusal to hand hem over.
Second, Ratipala says that Alauddin’s armies and resources are inexhaustible (13.85-86).
This is the first trick. It can be understood as a lie about the actual despair in Alauddin’s
camp, following the destructive effects of Time’s deadly monsoon rains (13.68). This point
seems intended to plant the seed for Hammira’s later despair. After all, the type of war
Hammira and Alauddin are engaged is a struggle against time. Which side will succumb
to exhaustion and despair first? The encircled fort, or the encampment? The problem of

 Her name may be meant as an intertextual reference to a Persian story about the possibility of
marriage between Hindu and Turk. In contrast to Michael Bednar (2007: 208n369) who notes: “It is tempting
to identify Hammira’s daughter, Devalla Devi, with Deval (or Duwal) Rani in Amir Khusrau’s Deval Rant va
Khizr Khan. This identification would be in error, as Amir Khusrau clearly states that Deval Rani was the
daughter of Bhoja (111), the king of Gujarat.” I believe the name Devalladevi might be intended as a deliberate
allusion to such stories. Many ‘Rajput texts’, seem to purposefully recycle names from other, related
narratives in a complex intertextual conversation. I return to this point in the final chapter.

% This point might be suggestive of Hammira’s stubborn refusal to pay tribute or communicate with
the Delhi Sultanate. Hammira is not the type of king who will bestow his daughter on Alauddin to establish
an alliance (and show his subservience). This point thus transforms into a ‘rumor’ spreading in the fort,
saying that Alauddin only wants Hammira’s daughter.
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exhaustion can be understood both in terms of the physical exhaustion of the troops and
the exhaustion of resources like food.* Ratipala’s ‘trick’ consists in lying about Alauddin’s
de facto disadvantage, the actual despair in his camp following the monsoon rains (13.67-
68). The second lie - and trick - is that Ratipala pretends that Alauddin’s final words were:

“Damn you! Go away from here! What the Creator will do, that will certainly happen!”*’

Basically, Ratipala only pretends that there is no useful information. Importantly, this
wrongly implies that Alauddin has the advantage: his camp remains unaffected by the
war. But this is a lie. We could say that Ratipala or Alauddin is actually planting the idea
in Hammira’s mind that nothing can change the circumstances: the Maker/Creator or
Fate (kartta) will decide what happens. In other words, Hammira is tricked by his favorite
general to subscribe to a fatalistic conception of time. Even though the time as the
destructive monsoon rains had sided with Hammira’s cause to destroy the enemy
encampment, Alauddin cleverly fights back, making use of Time’s own internal deceptive
logic, its kata “trickery”. As explained earlier, the trickster (mayavin) king Alauddin
indeed lives by deceit (kiitdpajivinah, 13.72). Alauddin masters his fate. He comes up with a
deceitful plan to make his opponent despair and take inconsiderate, hasty actions.

There is indeed a third point in Ratipala’s ‘conflict awakening speech’. It is, however,
not recognized by Hammira as part of what Alauddin made Ratipala say. Ratipala tells
Hammira to visit and ‘please’ his other general Ranamalla, who is “angry for some reason”
(rustah kendpi hetund, 13.88). For the reader it is immediately clear that the three deceiving
‘points’ or tricks end here. It is made explicit by the short intervening thought: “Of which
substance is that Saka king made? (kimmatro ‘sau $akesvara).* The role of Alauddin, the
trickster (mayavin), can be said to end here. Importantly, Hammira is given a chance to
detect the deceit, and literally ‘smell’ Ratipala’s treason. He is aided by his younger
brother Virama, who stood nearby, and explains to his brother in crystal clear terms that
Ratipala has conspired with the enemy.

Oh king! On his return a smell of liquor (mada) came from his mouth.
Therefore I know certainly that this most wicked man has united with the enemy.
Noble birth, good conduct, wisdom, shame, self-respect, loyalty,

¢ This is made explicit in the beginning of the twelfth canto, where Hammira boasts about the
inexhaustible provisions in his fort (12.4). This is also an important theme in Padmanabha’s Kanhadade-
prabnadha and Jayasi’s Padmdvat.

¢ ..tvam re prayahi yat kartta kartta tad bhavita dhruvam, 13.87.

% The answer to this question might be something like: trickery, or Time’s power of illusion (maya)
itself. And Hammira, tricked into subscribing to a passive view on fate, will indeed fall in the trap and
gradually slumber into defeat in the course of two long, sleepless days.
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truthfulness and purity: nowhere do they arise in a drunkard.®

Virama elaborates in two other verses about the effect of alcohol or madness (mada), and
then urges Hammira to put him to the sword “like a sheep” (mesavat): the Saka king would
go away, having undertaken something fruitless (nisphaldarambhah, 13.97). But it seems that
Ratipala’s deceitful message has affected Hammira more profoundly than Virama’s
clarification about Ratipala’s betrayal. (The whole passage clearly echoes Viranarayana’s
refusal to listen to the truth revealing ‘bee-like” speech of Vagbhata, who similarly tried
to prevent the king from listening to the deceitful message of Jalaluddin, discussed at the
end of chapter two). Hammira thus sips in Virama’s speech (vacam acamya), stops just a
moment (visramya ksanam) - he therefore doesn’t give it much thought -, and then utters
this ‘immortal’ response, literally speech that “robbed the fame from the nectar of
immortality” (vaficitdmrta-caficutam, 13.98).™

“At some moment in time the sun rises up even from the west,

but a fort which is under attack may not remain. This is my view (matih).

Because when he (Ratipala) is killed and the fort is destroyed by fate (daivatah),

who indeed will be able to stop the following gossips from the people:

“For sure, our king, together with his family, must be insane (dur-matih)

when he, without even deliberating about it, killed Ratipala.”

When he (Ratipala) is alive in this fort, how will the Sakas play around?

When there is a lion, would anyone gamble in his cave?

A family member, even though being tormented, does not forsake his nobility.

Does the Aloe tree, even though being burned, lose its fragrance?”

As there would have been a Haniimadayanam “The Ways of Hanuman”, if he (Ravana?) was
conquered by him (Hanuman?), in the same way, when he is killed, there will be a Ratipalayanam
“The Ways of Ratipala” on earth.”

% niryato ‘sya mukhad rajan mada-gandhas tatha yayau |

jane yathaisa papiyan niécitam samgato dvisah ||13.93||

kulam $ilam matir lajjabhimanah svamibhakta |

satyam $aucam ca na kvapi jrmbhate madyapayini ||13.94|

70 Nayacandra might be exposing Hammira’s famous words as a somewhat cliché expression, see
Tawney'’s translation of Merutuniga’s Prabandhacintamani (1901: 187-188) where this expression is used in
another context.

" This verse is only in the older Kota manuscript. But it is clearly ‘original’, for its message resonates
strongly with a later verse in the canto 13.143, as discussed later.

72 The idea of this verse is a bit unclear to me. There seems to be a meta-poetic touch here. I believe
it suggests that Hammira imagines Ratipala to be like Rama’s most devoted friend and general Hanuman,
making himself someone like Rama. If Hanuman would have conquered Ravana, people would be telling the
story of the “Ways of Hanuman” (Haniimadayanam) and not the “Ways of Rama”. But since Rama killed
Ravana, we now have Valmiki’s Ramayanam. Similarly, if Ratipala, Hammira’s ‘devoted general’, will kill
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Therefore, refrain from this. What has to happen, let that happen.
Because even fierce men like Ravana could not stop what ought to be.

Hammira gives several reasons for not killing his beloved general Ratipala - recall that to
the reader this name sounds something like Mr. Protector of Pleasure. He first reasons
that the fort may fall at some point. Therefore, if by fate or chance (daivatah) this happens,
the people might start gossiping, and link the kingdom’s destruction to Hammira’s act of
killing a man who might be innocent, without deliberating (vi-mrs.) about it. Hammira
would lose his good name. We can understand the notion of fate (daiva) here as the idea
of ‘chance’. In the game-like logic of war there’s always a chance that the fort may fall,
when it’s under siege. But Hammira still believes he may be on the winning side. And
somehow he still is - if he would do something about this traitor. Hammira believes that
killing a man like Ratipala, who may have committed treason, can only give him a bad
name in the future, in the possible but still uncertain case that the fort falls.

Hammira, at first, seems neither certain about his own defeat, nor about the treason
of his beloved general Ratipala. But then he goes on to reason that Ratipala cannot be a
traitor. After all, he reasons, he came back to the fort, so how can he be a traitor? As long
as we have this lion-like Ratipala in the fort, how can the Sakas play or shine (vilasanti and
divyati, 13.102) in his fort? Furthermore, Ratipala is a noble man, from his own clan, how
can this fragrance of nobility (kulinatvam) go away? Then he appears to compare his
beloved general to Rama’s devoted general Hanuman. This is similar to how earlier
Hammira had foolishly imagined his relationship with Dharmasimha to be like the bond
between the firm Siva and his bull. In the same vain, Hammira now imagines himself to
be a Rama-like figure, supported by a Hanuman-like Ratipala. He may therefore still be

Alauddin, there will be a Ratipaldyanam on this earth. Later Hammira poems are similarly called
Hammirayana, after the story of Rama.

7 udeti kale kasmimécit praticyam api bhaskarah |

bhajyamanam param durgam na tisthed iti me matih |[13.99||

tad asmin nihate jate durga-bhange ca daivatah |

lokan iti prajalpakan niroddhum katamah ksamah |[|13.100|

dhruvam saparivaro ‘pi durmatir vibhiir eva nah |

yad evam avimr$y4iva ratipalam prajaghnivan |[13.101||

jivavaty atra durge ‘smin vilasantiti kim $akah |

parindre sati kim tasya guhayam ko’pi divyati |[13.102]|

kulinah pidyamano ‘pi kulinatvam na muficati |

agurur dahyamano ‘pi saurabha kim ni§umbhati ||*|| (this verse is only found in Kota manuscript.

hantimadayanam yadvad abhavisyaj jite ‘muna |

hate ‘tra bhavita tadvad ratipaldyanam ksitau ||13.103||

viramyatam tad etasmad bhavyam asti yad astu tat |

ravanadibhir apy ugrair na bhavyam rurudhe yatah |[13.104||
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able to conquer the Ravana-like Saka king. Then comes the last argument. As if echoing
Ratipala’s last lie, Hammira believes that the future is fixed. Hammira appears to have
literally sipped in Ratipala vision that there’s nothing to do: ‘what the Creator will do,
that will certainly happen’.

From the readers perspective, these arguments sound flawed. Hammira doesn’t seem
to realize that his favorite general Ratipala, ‘his rutting elephant’ (10.63), no longer has
his “fragrance” (saurabha) of family loyalty. As Virama explained to him, Ratipala actually
“smells like intoxication”, “his treason is certain” (mada-gandhas...niscitam samgato, 13.93).
We are affected by a deep sense of dramatic irony. Hammira’s reasoning sounds like
ignorance or insanity. Hammira fears to be blamed, to be called wicked (dur-mati, 13.101)
by choosing the side of someone who returned to his camp as a wicked man (dur-matih,
13.82). To the reader, and Hammira’s brother Virama - whose senses are not numbed - it
is crystal clear that Ratipala is a traitor. We know that it is Ratipala who is “gambling”
(divyati, 13.102) in the Chauhan kingdom. As in the previous cantos, the parallel with the
Mahabharata dice-game is clearly suggested. The reader has earlier learned that Kali - the
personification of the present, degenerate age of conflict - had seized the fort-like-mind
of Ratipala, becoming like (the gambler) Sakuni to the Saka king (13.80). As always, to
Hammira this is not clear. He still believes his own story looks more like the Ramayana.
As earlier he didn’t see how “one blind man” is playing dice (divyati, 10.28) in his kingdom,
he now again fails to notice what is actually happening in his kingdom. Once again, we
get the impression that Hammira’s kingship is exemplifying the degenerative logic of the
dark kaliyuga.

Hammira’s decision to not act, brings the deceitful plan of Alauddin - or the
degenerative working of the kaliyuga - to fruition. Now the rest of Ratipala’s conflict-
awakening speech can do its work. Immediately after Hammira’s response, we learn that
the rumor (varta) spread in the fort that Alauddin requested the king only for his daughter
(13.105). The poet seems to use this element as an opportunity to let the women speak up
against their king, and remind Hammira, through his daughter, about his duties as a
protector of the kingdom, and the importance of securing the continuation of the
Chauhan clan.

And from then, nudged by the king’s wives, who instructed her, his daughter named Devalladevi
went to the king and explained to him: “Oh Oh! Dear father, why do you lead the kingdom (rajya)
to ruin for my sake: does anyone let the palace collapse for the sake of a little peg? What can sons
do, even when they’re many? How much less a daughter! 1t is only for the sake of another
(parartham) that she grows up, day by day as if she were Lady Insignificant (ksudra-srir).”* The fact
that by giving me away the complete kingdom can be held steady (sthiram) for a long time, is that
not like saving the wish-fulfilling jewel by giving away a piece of glass? Everywhere it is better to

71 thank Eva De Clercq for the apt suggestion to translate this as Lady Insignificant.
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have a living daughter than a dead one. We see those who live return again, but not the dead. A
clever man would act, observing what’s good for him: this is good policy (nitih). Therefore, what
many good things would not arise for you, when you give me away? You'll have such a king as son-
in-law, happiness, the protection of your land. Why say more? For, on top of that all, as it is said
(kila), you’ll have us too. Vakpati” said that good policy (niti) means giving up one for the sake of
the clan. So when you give me away in order to protect the flourishing kingdom, then what loss is
there for you? Therefore, fix your mind on the truth (tattve), and do what is suitable to the
occasion. And do not shut down my words! Give me to the Saka king!™

This speech is important. It provides a powerful counter-perspective to the Rajput king’s
idea of honor. The queens do not want to die (or sacrifice themselves for Hammira’s
fame). Hammira will of course shut down their words. But before turning to his reply, I
want to briefly reflect on the arguments raised by his daughter, or by the queens who
have nudged her to approach Hammira with this speech on policy (niti). We can
understand this lecture as a reminder of the king’s primary duty as a protector of the
kingdom (sva-ksiti-raksanam, 13.112), to keep it stable (sthiram) for a long time (ciram)
(13.109). From the women'’s perspective it is not problematic that Hammira’s daughter
would become the wife of the Saka king. After all, the argument goes, his daughter forms
only just a very small part of the kingdom’s fortune: she is of minute Splendor (ksudra-
$rir), for she can only grow up “for the sake of another” (pardrtham) (13.108). She is a ‘Lady
Insignificant’, whose value is nothing compared to the all-important objective of
maintaining Lady Royal Fortune (rajya-$ri). Giving away one’s daughter is indeed the

7> The legendary preceptor of the Gods, “Lord of Speech”, who is said to have authored many works,
including works on policy.

76 jta$ ca raja-patnibhir anu$asya pranodita |

putri devalladeviti gatva bhiipam vyajijfiapat ||13.106||

ha ha tata mad-artham kim rajyam viplavayasy adah |

kim kilikArtham prasadam prapatayati kascana [|13.107|

prabhiita api putrah kim kuryuh ptrvam tato ‘ngaja |

parartham eva vardheta ya ksudra-$rir ivAnvaham ||13.108||

mat-pradanena samrajyam ciram yat kriyate sthiram |

tat kaca-khanda-danena raksa cintamaner na kim |[|13.109||

parasor yatra kutrapi jivanti tanuja varam |

drsta hi punaravrttir jivatam na gatayusam ||13.110||

nitih svahitam alocya karyam kuryad vicaksanah |

tat tata mayi dattayam kim kim bhavi na te hitam |[13.111]|

jamata bhipatis tadrk sukham sva-ksitiraksanam |

khal@iktva bahu sarvesam vayam api kildpari |[13.112]|

tyajed ekam kulasyarthe nitir ity aha vakpatih |

tratum avardhitaksamam mam dadatas tava ka ksatih ||13.113]]

tan nidhehi dhiyam tattve vidhehi samayocitam |

pidhehi ma ca mad-vakyam $akéndraya pradehi mam |[[13.114 ||

183



natural way of making alliances (and establish peace) with neighboring or rivalling
kingdoms. Importantly, it doesn’t matter from the women'’s perspective whether the king
is a Saka - someone with foreign origins - or not. Hammira would be able to preserve
everything, not only the Fortune of the kingdom, but also his daughter. The real gem,
worth protecting, is the kingdom (rdjya) itself. From the women’s perspective (as
presented by Nayacandra), this is the truth (tattva) to which Hammira should direct his
mind.

From Hammira’s perspective, however, the only thing that matters is the acquisition
of fame by protecting one’s family honor. In his view, making an alliance with the Saka
king through marriage is a blameworthy violation of his honor. I hope it may suffice to
quote just one part of his speech, which sums up his view:”

Oh daughter, what you said: “When I'm given away, how many good things would not come to
you?”, that too sprang from your childish play! Come on! What good can be gained from giving
you to the Saka, who is completely despicable, that most wicked cow-eater? [There will be] the
drum of ignominy (a-yasah) in this world, misfortune in the other world, and the violation of the
clan’s good customs. Shame upon the life of such a man! A good minded man (sudhih), having
obtained the precious existence of man, should acquire these two things only: fame and dharma.
These two together result from protecting the clan’s good customs.

Hammira’s refutation of the women’s standpoint makes sense from his tragic perspective.
There is only fame to be gained and blame to be prevented. Indeed, the heroic quality that
made Hammira (in)famous was precisely his stubborn resistance to Sultanate power, his
unwillingness to bend his head. It made him different from other kings who were also
defeated by Alauddin.”

However, in the context of the poem - or in the early fifteenth century political world
- this reasoning may sound heroic, but also stupid. Overall Hammira’s reasoning sounds
contradictory or shortsighted in the context of what happened before and what will
happen next. He dismisses the women’s speech on political wisdom (niti) as arising from
childish play (bala-lilénmilitam, 13.122). But to the reader the king’s own arguments may

yad tice mayi dattayam kim kim bhavi na te hitam |

tad etad api te balalilonmilitam angaje |[13.122]|

sarvatmana nikrstaya papisthaya gavasine |

$akaya tvayi dattayam kuto hanta hitarjanam ||13.123||

ayasah-pataho loke paraloke ca durgatih |

svakulacara-vidhvamso dhik nrnam jivitam tatah ||13.124|

durlabham nrbhavam prapya dvayam evarjayet sudhth |

kirtim dharmam ca tau samyak-kulacara-prapalanat ||13.125||

78 See my discussion of this point in the last chapter, section 5.3 and 5.7.
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seem childish - as earlier when Prthviraja deemed Shahabuddin to be fickle and arrogant
like a child (3.52). Here, Hammira’s vision appears to be grounded in a stubborn and
somewhat delusional vision about the connection between fame and what Hammira sees
as his most important duty (dharma), not the protection of his realm or continuation of
the clan, but the protection of his pride and honor. Heidi Pauwels has observed something
similar in a historical poem by Ke$avdas, where the warrior protagonists take pains to
propagate “the view that they are not losers to be ridiculed but fighters for dharma.””

In Hammira’s view, making an alliance with the Saka king through marriage is a
blameworthy violation of his honor, and that of the Chauhan dynasty. In his opinion the
‘foreign’ Sakas are internally wicked by nature. It would violate the purity of the clan.
Worthy of note is how Hammira only speaks of Alauddin as a Saka, whereas his daughter
speaks of him as a king (bhiipati, 13.112), and therefore a worthy son-in-law. In short,
Hammira is of the opinion that a good minded man (sudhih) should only secure fame (kirti)
and dharma, which in his vision equals the preservation of ‘clan purity’, based on a view
about the supposedly (!) inherent low nature of the Sakas.

But it is precisely this point of view that drives Hammira’s tragedy to its completion,
as I show in the final two sections. Nayacandra will present Hammira’s erroneous view
about the ‘inherent lowness’ of the Mongol foreigners as the final catalyst in the tragic
process leading to the destruction of his dynasty. Indeed, the possible union or alliance
between indigenous clans and ‘foreign’ clans is what the Hammira legend is all about.
Even his own name, and that of his ‘fictional’ elder brother Suratrana point to the
possibility of admiration of and assimilation with the “other”.* Hammira will come to
realize too late what Bhojadeva earlier expressed in his stream of thoughts, that
friendship or enmity depends on how one acts alone, not on the grounds of family

o

relations and their ‘purity’.* Hammira’s own legend - with its core revolving around the
way the neo-Muslim Mahimasahi proves his loyalty to Hammira- indeed thwarts the very
idea Hammira seems to defend here.®> But Nayacandra brings this message in his own
unique and subversive way. Hammira will come to realize that the “other” is very much
like himself, or indeed superior to him. His view here is potentially ‘outdated’, or at least
not desired by those who inhabit his kingdom. Hammira is somehow stuck in the past,

while fearing future blame and ridicule.

7 Pauwels (2009: 199-200) in an article on discourses of bhakti and loyalty in sixteenth-century
vernacular historical epics. The quote refers to her discussion of Kesavdas’ Ratan-bavani.

%Nayacandra must have been aware of the Persianate origin of our hero’s own name, Hammira, the
Sanskritization of the Arabic word for chief Amir, which came to denote more generally a strong military
commander and worthy opponent, see Finbarr Flood(2009: 255-259, a section called ‘The fate of Hammira’)
for an elaborate discussion of the use of the title “Hammira”.

81 As discussed in the beginning of the previous section.

82 See Bednar 2017 for a discussion of the Mongol Mahimasahi as a Neo-Muslim, a recent convert to
Islam, as they were called in Persian texts of the time.
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Hammira’s position is always subtly presented as deriving from fear to be blamed on
earth after his death, or by his own predecessors whom he will have to confront in heaven
(13.126-128) Hammira, however, is unaware of the patterns of his past, the Chauhan past,
and his future - as modelled by Nayacandra. This is perhaps part of the tragic human
condition, to be blind to the past, and the future. At this moment Hammira doesn’t know
yet that he will be the last Chauhan king. How will he explain to his predecessors, that
with his kingship the famous branch of the Sakambhari Chauhans comes to an end? Let’s
recall how Hammira was urged by his father to maintain Royal Fortune. He admonished
his son to not start a conflict (kali) with the more powerful Saka king, who like Visnu,
employs “shining/playing deceit” (lasac-chalena, 8.103). At the same time, Hammira was
also told by his court poet that he can please his father with his fame alone (8.130). But
how do you acquire fame, and in which conditions does it turn into infamy? The topic of
fame - as a vain pursuit - is clearly a major interest of Nayacandra.

Throughout HMK a fearful obsession with fame and preventing blame is presented as
an integral part of the ‘fearless’ warrior-code. For example, one of Prthviraja’s allies, the
warrior Udayaraja arriving too late at battle which no longer can be won, argues that he
cannot go away, for “then Shame will obtain free play in my Gauda clan” (kridam vrida
kalayati tada gauda-gotre sukham me, 3.68). The irony HMK’s author is constantly trying to
convey, I believe, is that this obsession with heroic chivalry, pride, honor and fame not
only makes Royal Fortune go away, it is also the attitude that is casting dark spots of blame
on the clan’s name. For example, Nayacandra makes characters like Ratipala literally
spread Hammira’s fame (10.61). Put differently, the measures Hammira takes and doesn’t
take to save his name and honor are causing exactly what he tries to prevent, namely to
be remembered as a fool (dur-matir), or even a wicked man. And he will soon realize this,
at least partially and momentarily, in a brief moment of tragic hindsight (like the classical
Greek anagnorisis). But he will immediately point out someone else as the real scapegoat,
deserving to be blamed for the destruction of his clan.

4.6 Waking the sleepless: the roaring/humming of the
warrior-king

I have hinted occasionally at several recurring paradoxes surrounding the heroism of the
Chauhan warrior(-kings). The fearless warrior appears to be driven by a fear to be blamed

81 discussed this briefly in the previous section.
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and shamed for not being ‘heroic’, valorous or manly enough. They literally fight for the
“warrior’s vow” (vira-vratam), to prevent it from becoming ‘dissolved’ as Mahimasahi put
it when he asked Hammira permission to punish the ‘ungrateful’ but pure-minded Bhoja.
This resonates with Hammira’s unjust punishment of the wise Dharmasimha, “Lion
Dharma”. This wise and righteous man was not deemed manly enough by the Chauhan
king. Accused of blindness and lacking masculinity (pumstvam), Hammira humiliated him
in public, and had his eyes and testicles removed. Both scenes however subtly revealed
the mental blindness and de facto impotence of heroic masculinity. The Chauhan ‘heroes’
are seemingly always bursting or quivering with valor (sphurid-vikrama, 1.26), a point from
the introduction that is repeated throughout the poem. Ultimately, however, this may
betray an inner passivity or sleepiness. As discussed two sections earlier, in the words of
Alauddin - or Nayacandra, speaking through him? - the Chauhan warriors are driven by
an “itching desire” (kandila) to kill. A maddening lust is awake in them, making them
tremulous, restless, fickle or shaking (capala, tarala, caficala), perhaps forgetting that
firmness (sthairyam) is the name of the game of fame (kirti-keli). Like the lovers who are
excessively obsessed with erotic play, the warrior too is fated to become fatally exhausted
because of his love for war. For the warrior, as for the lover, there is never time for
sleeping off the exhaustion of martial/erotic pleasure.* As often in (Sanskrit) poetry,
throughout HMK the martial sphere overlaps with that of the erotic, and vice versa. For
Nayacandra the martialization of sex and the eroticization of war may serve to hint at the
shared (and potentially fatal) aftereffect of overindulging in sexual and martial pleasure:
over-exhaustion.®*

In brief, obsessed with martial lust and posthumous fame, the warrior appears to suffer
from a condition of sleeplessness. His quivering infatuation with violence is making
warriors restless, unsteady, shaky. Nayacandra presents this as a fatal state of self-
destruction. It can be compared to the fascinating image in the suprabhatam in the eighth
canto, where a verse imagines the flickering flames of the lanterns, shaking heavily before
they ‘die’ from exhaustion, “as if they are endowed with a quivering exhaustion”
(visphurita-pramila iva, 8.6). Similar paradoxical imagery recurs in the crucial episode

81 got insight into this central theme in HMK through David Shulman’s discussion of Aja’s sleepiness
in Raghuvamsa (2014: 49), where he mentions how the commentator Mallinatha explains about a particular
verse that “[k]ings, like thieves and lovers, tend to be sleepless.”

% This is made explicit in one of the concluding verses of the erotic descriptions of canto seven (7.127).
Here the nightly lovemaking and the resulting wounds of lip bites and nail marks are imagined as a couple’s
adherence to the true hero’s vow (nirvydja-vira-vrate). But the effect of this heroic vow (of love and war) is
that it leads to a fatal exhaustion. Nevertheless, the verse describes sleep (nidram) as the fortunate, beautiful
or pleasing effect of “union” or “battle” (sariga-subhagam), the sexual or martial coming together (sam-ga).
But the resulting sleepiness in fact entails that the warrior-lover is always in a state of sleeplessness. This
theme is typically linked to the traditional story of Prthviraja, and his rival Jayacandra, whose fatal-love
addiction is the topic of his play RambhamafijarT. And it is clearly implicit in Hammira’s story.
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where Hammira’s tragedy unfolds to a point of no return. Again, this happens in a
suprabhdtam verse from the royal bard who tries to wake up the sleepless king, in vain.
Indeed, how do you wake up someone who doesn’t sleep?

Let me first describe the context. Toward the end of canto thirteen, after Hammira’s
refutation of his daughter’s arguments, the role of the traitor Ratipala gradually comes to
an end. Through the treacherous scheme of this “very wicked” (papiyan, 13.93) man - to
use Virama’s words, resonating later in Hammira’s assessment of Alauddin as the “most
wicked” man (papisthaya, 13.123) - Hammira causes his other general Ranamalla to leave
his service and join the enemy camp. After Ranamalla’s departure, Ratipala too leaves the
kingdom. Curiously, when Hammira finally beholds the treason of his beloved general
Ratipala he doesn’t yet get the expected insight about his ignorance. Nayacandra
introduces another significant character, a man named Jahada, who is responsible for
overseeing the food storage. It is this man, whom Hammira will later index as the scape-
goat, the most stupid man who will be beheaded “at the command of the sleepless king”
(nir-nidra-bhiipalddesat, 13.194). The problem of sleeplessness is introduced way earlier,
right after Hammira witnesses the betrayal of Ratipala and Ranamalla. Let us consider
this crucial scene. *

Seeing the behavior of both men, he murmured: “Shame upon you dark age (kali)!”. The king then
asked Jahada: “How much food is left in storage?”[Jahada thought] “If I say that there is nothing,
then for sure there may be peace.” Because he felt that this is the goal of the future, he answered:
“Not much”. Even if he does the right thing (hita), when a fool acts boldly (pragalbhate), it leads to
the opposite (ahita) alone. Does this maxim not clearly watch over Jahada?

% tayos tac cestitam drstva kalim dhik kalayann ayam |

kose ‘nnam kiyad astiti nrpah papraccha jahadam |[|13.136||
vadami yadi nastiti tada samdhir bhaved dhruvam |
bhavy-artha-bhavad dhyatvéti jagau na kiyad ity asau ||13.137||
kurvann api hitam mirkho ‘hitayaiva pragalbhate |
atrddaharanam vyaktam kim na payata jahadam |[13.138||
tad-gira cintayAcanto bhiikanto ‘bhyetya mandiram |

uccandre vigalat-tandras cetasiti vyacintayat |[13.139]|
amanair api sanmanair danais tai stair anekadha |

pijitau satkrtau $agvad yau maya bhratarav iva || 13.140||

yadi tav apy aho svami-droham evam pracakratuh |

tada svabhava-nicanam paresam ganana ‘stu ka |[13.141||
sdjatyat tasya samgamya ripo$ cen mudgala amf |

niyamya mam adus tasya mahad bhavi vidambanam [|13.142||
yatha kathamcid arhas tad visrastam svapurad amf |

parah premaparo ‘py uccaih paratvam yan na muficati ||13.143||
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Because of his words, the king was consumed by worries and went home when the moon was
up. And, with his exhaustion disappearing, he thought: “Those two men, whom I worshipped with
all those unlimited honors and gifts, of many kinds, I always treated them with respect, as if they
were my brothers. Alas! If even they committed treason against their lord, how is it possible then,
to count on others, who are low by nature (svabhava-nicanam). If these Mongols, since they are of
the same caste (sajatyat), unite with the enemy, capture me, and hand me over to him, I will become
a great object of mockery (vidambanam)! Anyway, they should be sent from my city. For a foreign
man, even though he has great love, does not abandon his ‘otherness/hostility’ (paratvam).

Curiously, scholars have dismissed the crucial significance of this episode within the
tragic plot of the poem.” But without a good understanding of the above passage, it is
difficult to make sense of, and even appreciate the poem’s tragic finale.

First of all, Hammira clearly doesn’t understand why his beloved generals betrayed
him. He blames Kali (kalim dhik, 13.136) the present dark age - or the degenerate spirit
which had taken possession of Ratipala, or Hammira, whose kingship can be said to
exemplify the darkness of the kaliyuga. Then, the important character Jahada is
introduced. He will later put Hammira to the final test. His ‘lie’ generates the conundrum
that will leave the reader puzzled about who or what is really to blame. In some sense, his
function is similar to that of Hammira’s brother Virama and his daughter Devalladevi
earlier. All of them try to prevent the Chauhan king from causing the destruction of the
kingdom. Like Devalladevi, he wants Hammira to negotiate peace (samdhir, 13.137). But
he adopts another strategy. He lies to Hammira, wrongly thinking that the king - when
the food is exhausted - would sue for peace, which is presented as the right thing to do.
But unfortunately, his thoughtless, bold speech has the adverse effect. We know that bold
Hammira himself is not the kind of king who follows the rules of niti. Perhaps Jahada-
with his foolish but well-intended speech - can be said to function as yet another mirror

%7 Kirtane’s influential paraphrase reverses the whole point, describing how Jahada, “fearing the loss
of his influence, if he were to tell the truth to the king at that time, falsely answered that the stores would
suffice to hold out for a considerable time. But scarcely had this officer turned his back when it became
generally known that there was no more corn in the state granaries.” (Kirtane: 1879: xxxvii.) Michael
Bednar’s recent reading of this episode (2007: 201-8) corrects Kirtane’s misreading, but like Kirtane and other
historiographical readings he tends to ‘side’ with Hammira’s perspective in his interpretation of the episode
and leaves out the ‘poetic chaff. Both leave out the crucial verses about Hammira’s erroneous way of
thinking, the bard’s subsequent intervention, and the long-awaited moment of his tragic hindsight. Bednar
portrays Jahada’s response as “cowardly and self-serving” (p. 201), stating that he is the “last to betray
Hammira, and the individual Hammira (or Nayacandra Siiri) ultimately blamed for the fall of Ranthambhor”
(p. 207). 1t is indeed Hammira who will blame him as the cause, from his own tragic, shortsighted and selfish
perspective, I will stress the importance of not equating Hammira’s voice and perspective with that of the
author.
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image of Hammira’s own character. Perhaps the name Jahada is even meant to ring with
the Sanskrit word for “stupid” jada or jadya “stupidity”.** I elaborate on these points later.

After the treason of his generals and Jahada’s lie, the Chauhan king begins to despair,
for the first time in the poem. He now ‘knows’ - wrongly though - that he doesn’t have a
chance anymore. He thinks he is disadvantaged: his fort is out of resources, and the enemy
is hardly affected by the war, as he was tricked into believing by Ratipala. Hammira’s
despair leads to his final and fatal error of judgment. If his generals Ratipala and
Ranamalla have betrayed him, who were treated by him like brothers, so Hammira reasons,
then for sure the foreign Mongols, who are low and hostile by nature, will betray him. Note
the deep irony of this episode. His erroneous thoughts are indeed a continuation of his
earlier tendency to mistake friend for foe, and vice versa. The stupidity of Hammira’s idea
that “the ‘other’, even though he has great love, does not abandon his
otherness/hostility” (parah premaparo ‘py uccaih paratvam yan na muficati, 13.143) is
tragically reinforced by Hammira’s earlier delusional statement that his beloved general,
the traitor Ratipala, “someone of a noble family, even when being tormented, does not
abandon his ‘nobility’ (kulinah pidyamano ‘pi kulinatvam na muficati, *).* Like earlier,
Hammira’s delusional ruminations here are driven by the same fear to become
remembered as a fool. He fears to become a great object of mockery (mahad bhavi
vidambanam, 13.142).

Of crucial symbolic significance is the setting in which these delusional thoughts take
place, namely in the middle of the night (the moon is up), when “his fatigue was
disappearing” (vigalat-tandras, 13.139) We learn that “in this interval” (etasminn antare,
13.144) - thus still during Hammira’s delusional flow of thoughts - some skilled bard
(magadhah) stood nearby and recited two poems (kavya-dvayam) about the appearance of
Dawn. In other words, we are told that Hammira has been up all night, in a condition of
sleeplessness considering the idea of sending away the Mongol refugees, for they might
betray him and blemish his good reputation. As always, the bard’s good morning verses
(suprabhatam) are meant to wake up the ‘sleepy’ king. Like earlier in canto eight Hammira
has to wake up, not literally from sleep - he has not slept - but from his stream of
delusional thoughts. The bard’s intervention at this crucial moment is purposefully
meant to widen the final tragic gap to an uncrossable extreme - unlike in the intertextual
model of Raghuvamsa, where the Raghu heroes always manage to miraculously cross these
gaps, and ‘wake up’ to restore the dynasty’s Royal Fortune.”

%The name is curious and not found elsewhere.

% The verse is omitted in the edition, but listed as being present in the older Kota manuscript, as
noted earlier in my discussion in the previous section.

* See my engagment with Shulman’s analysis (2014) of Raghuvamsa in the previous chapter.
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In the first verse (13.145) this skillful poet-bard imagines how the yogi or alchemist
who is Time (kala-yogi) forges the golden color of sunrise by melting together the mercury
of the silver moon with the red ‘paste of Dawn’ (pratyisa-kalkam).” The typical shaming
sting in the suprabhatam becomes apparent in the second verse, where we again learn
about the paradoxical phenomenon of a vibrant, shaking and sleepy sleeplessness:

Ah! Look! He has come, her lover, the sun!
Touching her heavily on the heart with his fierce rays
he woke her up.

But it looks like she goes back to sleepiness...
that Lotus Pond.

The buzzing rows of bees

slipping out of her flower buds

make her shake

as if she’s an inexperienced girl.

But as a mature woman

she ‘roars’!*

The idea of this verse might not be clear from a first, quick reading, as often in
suprabhatam verses. The verse describes a somewhat paradoxical effect when at dawn the
rays of the sun make the lotus pond bloom. The flower buds open, attracting bees who fly
in and out. Because of these bees, the whole lotus pond (nalini) is shaking and buzzing,
humming, or even roaring (hun-krt, literally “making ‘hum’ sounds”). However, although
the pond seems to be blooming and vibrating with life, the verse tells us that actually she
is in a state of sleepiness or drowsiness (nidralutam). Let me already note that the imagery
of the lotus pond is fitting to the occasion, signaling one of the last tragic turning points.
Throughout HMK the pond stands as a symbol for the Chauhan kingdom’s vitality, its life-
giving water, which is in constant danger of drying up, and its lotuses (the people) of
withering away, because of the king’s delusional speeches or thoughts.” But how to
explain the paradox here? Why is the lotus pond, though awake, actually in a (fatal) state
of drowsiness? And why does the Sun not succeed in waking her? Why does she - or the

°! The word kalka is meant to refer to a special kind of paste used by an alchemist, but has a clear
pejorative connotation, as ‘filth” or ‘deceit, meanness, wickedness’, perhaps thus signifying something like
the ‘wickedness of twilight’ which the Alchemist of Time throws (ksiptva) in his crucible to forge the sun. Is
this a subtle dig at Hammira, who should wake up from his wicked thoughts, throw them away with the
break of dawn, to reappear as the golden sun?

%2 ayatena vitanvata hrdi kara-sparsam bhréam preyas6-

nnidratvam gamita ‘pi tigma-rucina yantiva nidralutam |

a-praudhéva saroja-kosa-vigalad-bhrngévali-jhankrtaih

sotkampam vitanoti padya nalini praudhapy aho hurkrtim |[13.146||

%As in verse 8.127, discussed at the end of the previous chapter.
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king -look like a trembling immature girl, un-blooming (a-praudha), while in fact she is
also or even (api) blooming and ‘roaring’ like a mature woman (praudha).

The verse imagines the relationship between the rising sun and a lotus pond at
daybreak as one between two lovers in the morning. The female lover - the lotus pond -
is still sleepy and therefore doesn’t want to wake up. She may be exhausted from the
nightly love making with the bees, who, drunk on nectar, tend to get trapped in her lotus
buds when they close. But in the morning, the bees slip out (vigalat). The moment the
pond wants to sleep, her ‘real lover” arrives to wake her up. The Sun (tigma-rucina, “the
one with a fierce splendor”) uses his rays or hands (kara) to nudge his sleepy beloved into
un-nidratvam waking/blooming. Importantly, this word literally means “a state without
sleepiness™, and therefore connotes a state of sleeplessness. This state is not the same as
wakefulness. Indeed, the lotus pond goes back as it were to a state of sleepiness
(nidralutam). The fierce nudging of the sun (or poet) does not seem to work. Why is that?

The verse explains this by conjuring up the paradoxical effect of humming bees on the
flowers, when they slip out (vigalat). On the one hand, their going in and out from the bud
makes the whole pond tremble or shake (utkampam), as if the pond is a-praudha, “not in
bloom” or like “an immature, inexperienced girl”. Inexperienced as she is, her body may
be shaking or shivering from exhaustion. Or perhaps she is shaking to fight the
drowsiness and stay awake, much like the tremulous lights in the suprabhatam in the
eighth canto. But the pond is not only shaking as if she were an inexperienced girl, she is
also making (loud?) humming sounds (hum-krti) because of the buzzing (jham-krtaih) of
the bees. Actually indeed the pond is not a-praudha but praudha, “in full bloom” or a
mature lady, boldly protesting against her lover who tries to wake her up. But she refuses.

I believe that the point of the paradox is that the lotus pond - or Hammira -, despite
her apparent, ‘outer’ blooming, waking state (unnidra) and mature look (praudha), is
actually in a state of sleepy sleeplesness. From the outside she looks mature and wakeful,
but she is, in fact, immature and sleepy. Like the sun nudges the lotus pond into blooming,
the bard tries to nudge Hammira into waking, with a sting. Both their efforts, however,
are in vain. “Look!” (pasya) the bard proclaims to the sleepless king, who has been up all
night. Even though (api) the lotus pond is awake - or sleepless, unnidra - and blooming,
she acts - or you are acting - like an immature girl, trembling and shaking, vainly trying
to fight the state of drowsiness. Paradoxically however, because she is actually mature,
the pond simultaneously roars or hums (hun-krti). I translated it as she ‘roars’ to highlight
the upcoming irony. The word will be repeated a bit later in this sense, as the warrior’s
proud roaring on the battlefield. It also fits with the meter of the verse, the “tiger’s play”
(sardulavikridita), whose rhythmic pace playfully culminates in the pond’s/Hammira’s

* Or even more literally, with the sleepiness ‘up’, meaning gone.

192



ambiguous roar. This is not a real lion’s roar. The hum-making sounds as a protesting
“humming” sound, a sleepy non-verbal complaint, produced by someone who stubbornly
refuses to wake up.” This is why the Sun - the poet - has to nudge his lover - the king -
repeatedly and strongly (bhrsam). Hammira, like the lotus pond, has no choice but to wake
up at the break of day and ‘bloom’. But they have to bloom without having slept (un-nidra).
This, the verse suggests, is nothing like being awake. It is something like a drowsy state
of delirium, resulting from a lack of sleep, making the pond/Hammira utter a humming
‘roar’.

This complex verse purposefully connects to the preceding and following imagery.
Only a few verses earlier we learned that Hammira’s fatigue was disappearing (vigalat-
tandras, 13.139) as he stayed up all night to erroneously contemplate the betrayal of the
Mongols. He is therefore now like the sleepless pond at dawn, with the bees slipping out
(vigalat) of the lotus buds. A condition of sleeplessness makes them both shake and ‘roar’,
or utter meaningless drowsy sounds.” Hammira appears to have been ‘pleased’ by the
beauty of the verse’s meaning (pritas tad-artha-carimna, 13.147). However, nothing
changes in his former line of thought. As elsewhere in the poem, Hammira’s satisfaction
is always misplaced, signaling a tragic reversal. The interruption of the bard didn’t have
any effect on Hammira’s mental state. The sleepless Hammira thus still suspects the
Mongols of treason. He therefore summons them, telling them that they are no real
warriors. Only a real warrior is able to ‘roar’ on the battlefield.

We desire to give up even our lives for the sake of our kingdom:

This dharma of ksatriya-warriors does not perish, even at the end of times.
He alone is a ksatriya who even at the end of his life is able to roar!

Isn’t it clear that in this world Suyodhana exemplifies this?

You are foreigners! Therefore, it is not fit for you to stay in misfortune.
Tell me wherever you wish to go. I will take you there.”

% I owe this idea to Vidwan H.V. Nagaraja Rao.

% The idea is similar to a suprabhatam-like verse discussed at the end of the eighth canto, where
Hammira was urged to leave his meaningless babbling behind, compared to the charming but meaningless
kala-rava of a goose in a pond (8.127), which is fated to dry up, as discussed in the previous chapter, in section
3.5.

%7 pranan api mumuksamo vayam atma-ksiteh krte |

ksatriyanam ayam dharmo na yugante ‘pi na$varah ||13.149||

sa eva ksatriyah pranante ‘pi yo hum-krto ksamabh |

kim nddahriyate vyaktam iha raja suyodhanah |[13.150||

ylyam vaide$ikas tad vah sthatum yuktam na sapadi |

yiyasa yatra kutrapi briita tatra nayami yat ||13.151]|
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There’s a deep irony in the ‘fact’ that Hammira - in Nayacandra’s version - didn’t take
actions to those who really betrayed him, like his ‘Hanuman-like” general Ratipala or the
blinded ‘bull-like’ Dharmasimha. Note how Hammira’s vision has now shifted from a
Ramayana perspective on his own life story, to that of the more tragic Mahabharata model.
He evokes the ambiguous ideal of Duryodhana, the Kaurava king, the epic’s main anti-
hero, whose heroic death Hammira cites as exemplary. It is not a coincidence that he
names him Suyodhana “Good warrior”, the less used, euphemistic rendering of his more
common name Duryodhana “Bad warrior”, even though both can be read to mean the
opposite: “Hard to Fight” or “Easy to Fight”. Regardless of how we interpret the ideal of
Duryodhana/Suyodhana, these verses signal an important shift.

Of crucial importance for our evaluation of this episode - and the whole tragic plot - is
that the Chauhan king is covering something up. He is somehow lying. Hammira’s
decision to send the refugee Mongols away to a ‘safe space’ of choice is not driven by his
selfless compassion, as, for example, in the roughly contemporary story of Vidyapati. At the
heart of this whole episode lies Hammira’s fear to become an object of great mockery. He
suspects that the Mongols, these foreigners (vaidesikas, 13.151) as he calls them, will betray
him. After all, he actually thinks they are inherently ‘other’ (para), potential enemies
because they are “low by nature” (svabhava-nicanam, 13.140), just like his real enemy, the
Saka king: they are of the same caste (sajatyat, 13.142). He assumes they will betray him
and turn him into a fool. He has been pondering about this decision the whole night. And
therefore, the sleepless king feels he has to act now in order to prevent posthumous
blame. In other words, the above lines are an excuse to send the Mongols away. It does not
reflect the king’s selflessness, his supposedly legendary courage (sattva, 1.9). This
different framing is a recurrent strategy in Nayacandra’s poem. Through a different
contextualization of traditional elements, Nayacandra radically inverts and subverts the
‘traditional’ meaning of the Hammira legend.>

But we know that Hammira’s argument is nonsense. In light of the preceding
suprabhatam, it even sounds as nonsense. The bard’s ‘sting’ in the suprabhatam
purposefully resonates in Hammira’s erroneous speech. When claiming that “he alone is
a ksatriya who even at the end of his life is able to roar (sa eva ksatriyah prandnte ‘pi yo hun-
krto ksamah, 13.150), it may sound like an echo of the pond’s drowsy humming (hun-
krti/jham-krti) four verses earlier. In other words, we almost hear a sleepless and
(therefore) drowsy king speaking. Hammira denies the Mongol warriors the status of
being real ‘roaring’ warriors. They are ‘others’, foreigners, potential enemies. But these
fatal words will strike back at Hammira. The Chauhan king will come to realize that the
enemy ‘other’ is not lower, but superior to him. Hammira becomes his enemy ‘other’.

% 1 explain this in more detail in the next chapter, by highlighting how Nayacandra opposes the fate
of the ‘refugee’ Bhojadeva with that of Mahimasahi, in section 5.4.
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4.7 Becoming the enemy ‘other’

Hammira’s error of judgment about the inherent ‘otherness’ (and hostility) of the
Mongols brings the poem to its tragic climax, and finally leads to Hammira’s painful
moment of recognition. It is here that we learn about Nayacandra’s take on the
connection between Hammira’s stubborn adherence to ‘heroic vows’ and the destruction
of his kingdom, and the end of his dynastic line. The tragic finale revolves around
Hammira’s shocking discovery of two lies (of Mahimasahi and Jahada), both revealing a
painful truth about his own ignorance. Hammira’s own lie - a cowardly excuse, perhaps -
therefore immediately strikes back, with dramatic consequences. I hope to show that the
insight Hammira gains from both shocking discoveries remains ‘shaky’, unclear, short-
sighed, the vision of a fool. I will give a translation of the whole episode leading to
Hammira’s two moments of insight. It starts with Mahimasahi’s response to Hammira’s
words which denied him, and his fellow Mongols, the status of being a real warrior
(ksatriya). Mahimasahi is clearly disturbed by the king’s evaluation of his otherness.”

The king’s speech struck his heart like lightning. As he was falling down with stupefaction, it was
as if his anger held him up. “Let it be so.” Mahima murmured, and he went to his house. He put his
family to the sword, went back to the king and told him this:

“Beloved king, [my] wife and charming queen, is in agony, longing to meet a brother like you. She
told me this with a stammering voice: “Dear husband, we stayed for so many years in this house

» nrpasya vacasa tena vajrenéva hato hrdi | I take vajrenéva from the Kota mss. instead of prasenéva.

miircchaya prapatann uccair avastabdha iva krudha ||13.152||

evam astv iti jalpako mahima ‘bhyetya mandiram |

kutumbam asisat krtva nrpam gatvédam abravit ||13.153||

panigrhiti tvadbhratur gantum utkanthita ‘py asau |

ilavilasint kanta mamahéti sagadgadam |[13.154|| 1 take kanta (voc.) from Kota mss. instead of kantam
(acc.).

kantaitavanti varsani tasthivamso yad okasi |

apy attanubhavam ndivAsmarsma $atru-parabhavam |[13.155||

yasya prasadaih samprapta-saukhya-laksair nirantaram |

abodhi napi tigmamsur udito ‘stamito ‘tha va |[13.156||

tam idanim adrstvaiva yady evam natha gamyate |

pascattapa-hatam tarhi manah kendpasamyati |[13.157||

prasadyagatya tat sadyo mandiram medinipate |

svadar§anamrtaih pascattapa-taptam nisificatam |[13.158||

evam abhyarthitas tena mahimasahina vibhuh |

alambya tadbhujadandam sadaram sanujo ‘calat [|159||

asadya tad-grham bhiipo yavad antar vi$aty asau |

kuruksetram ivadraksit tavat sarvam tad-anganam ||13.160||

asrkpiire $iramstha $i§iinam yositam api |

taranty aveksya miircchalah ksmapalah ksmatale ‘patat [|13.161]|
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that we didn’t even remember that feeling we got from the humiliation of the enemy. Enormous
happiness we received from his gracious deeds, all the time. We didn’t even think about when the
sun is risen or set! Oh lord, if I leave him now, in this way, without seeing him, then I will be struck
with painful regret. Who will appease my mind?” Therefore, oh king, please yourself and come to
our house today. May you, with the nectar drops from your appearance, besprinkle her, who is
inflamed by regret.

This is how this Mahimasahi told his request to the king. And out of respect, the king, holding
on to his arm like a staff, left together with his younger brother. The king reached his house and
the moment he went inside, he saw that the whole courtyard was like the battlefield of Kuruksetra.
Looking down on the sea of blood, with in it the floating heads of his children and wives, the king
- the protector of the earth - fainted and fell on the earth.

Let me pause here for a while. This is the first time Hammira himself feels a shock. He
loses the stability with which he prided himself earlier. It is the start of an interesting
doubling or mirroring effect, which is already evident in this episode. A scene that starts
with Hammtra’s delusional speech or lie ‘shocking’ the foreigner Mahimasahi into
stupefaction (miircchaya, 13.152), making him almost fall, transforms into a scene where
the ‘foreigner’ conjures up a more effective lie and shocks the king into stupefaction
(mircchalah, 13.161), making him actually fall on the ground. Hammira will indeed
acknowledge him as the superior warrior, who is not only ready to sacrifice his own life,
but also that of his wives and children, and is able to stand up straight in the middle of a
Mahabharata-like blood bath. In other words, with Ratipala gone, Hammira has found a
new favorite warrior. Hammira now knows what the reader knew all along, that
Mahimasahi is his most devoted warrior. I will turn to Hammira’s emotional response
below. Now I want to emphasize that all this comes as a shock.

I believe Nayacandra creates this scene to highlight the extremity of the “true
warrior’s vow” (nirvyaja-vira-vratam), with which the heroes in his poem are obsessed.
Nayacandra may want to show what this vow really entails, “undisguised” (nir-vyaja).
Mahimasahi’s sudden decision to slay his family shocks not only Hammira, but also the
reader. An interesting mirror game is introduced in this episode, which extends to the
remainder of the penultimate canto. Mahimasahi’s horrifying act clearly anticipates two
subsequent massacres at the fort: the mass self-immolation (jauhar) of Hammira’s wives
and daughter, and the slaughter inflicted by another important warrior from the
Hammira legend, a man named J3ja. He is clearly not a central character in HMK.
Nayacandra makes this celebrated hero imitate Mahimasahi’s ‘heroic’ act. Like

10 Curiously, this episode is left out from Kirtane’s paraphrase (1879), and Bednar’s reading of this
canto (2007).

191 1 discuss this point in the next chapter, where I argue that Virama (Hammira’s younger brother,
perhaps a nod to Nayacandra’s patron) takes over the centrality of his character.
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Mahimasahi this warrior may have been a foreigner who is sent away, right after the
Jjauhar of Hammira’s family. But he returns to the Chauhan king with the heads of his eight
wives and only son, showing his devotion to Hammira, like Ravana to Siva (13.187-189). It
looks like a shadow or echo of how Mahimasahi shockingly disproved Hammira’s
delusions.

All this may actually come across as a competition for being the ‘best warrior’, the one,
proving how devoted they are to Hammira’s cause. Like Hammira - or any true warrior -
Mahimasahi doesn’t care for his life, nor that of his family. He almost literally lives for
war, and the adherence to the warrior’s vow. > He explained this dedication earlier in
verse 10.65, when he wanted to punish the ‘ungrateful’ Bhojadeva, Hammira’s mistreated
but wise and noble half-brother. We can feel the somewhat misplaced ‘brotherly’ love in
this scene. Mahimasahi not only shocks Hammira by slaying his own family, but ‘tricks’
him with royal flattery - a recurrent theme throughout the poem. He pretends that his
‘beloved’ wife cannot bear the separation from Hammira, presenting her as being deeply
enamored with Hammira. But the passage, rather, betrays Mahimasahi’s own love for
Hammira, and the pain he felt when his beloved king presented him as an ‘other’.

Michael Bednar has discussed Mahimasahi’s act as an act of heroism that is “jauhar-like
in effect: the honor of his wife and even his daughter was preserved when he slew them
with the sword.” Bednar is surely right in saying that this act is meant to anticipate the
Jjauhar of Hammira’s women. But it is important to emphasize that this is not presented
as something the women want themselves. The women (and children) do not get to speak,
just like earlier Hammira silenced his daughter. I explained earlier how they clearly didn’t
want to die for the sake of their king’s pride. Struck by pain, stupor and anger,
Mahimasahi kills ‘his’ beloved wife - perhaps Royal Fortune herself -, and uses her dead
body to express his love and dedication to the Chauhan king,

12t for example also how in the previous twelfth canto Hammira, the supreme warrior (ksatréttamo,
12.6) proclaims to Alauddin that warriors desire nothing else but war (ayodhanad aparam na). Alauddin, who
is cast as the supreme Saka ($akdttamah, 12.7) then praises the warrior’s vow.

15 Bednar 2007: 204.

1% There seems to be a purposeful ambiguity about who his wife is. Interestingly, Mahimasahi’s make-
belief wife doesn’t look like an ordinary wife. Actually she is not introduced as his own wife in 13.154, but
without pronouns as pani-grhiti, “the one who is taken by the hand”, and as this queen, perhaps the Queen,
asau ila-vilasini, literally “the one who plays with or shines on the earth (ila). The word ila or ida is also
associated with the flow of Speech. These words for wife or queen are conspicuous, with an audible emphasis
on her playful charm, and the importance of not letting her hand slip away. The only other time in the poem
when we hear similar words, is when king Jaitrasimha decided to give Royal Fortune to his son Hammira.
laksmim). In 8.38 he explained the importance of pressing her hand (samrdjya-laksmi-kara-pidandya). We may
get the impression that Mahimasahi, Hammira’s new beloved devotee, has not killed his charming wife, but
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The point worth emphasizing here is that Hammira finally understands his former
delusion. He is shocked into losing it. Upon ‘waking’, Hammira realizes that Mahimasahi
is not ‘the other’ anymore. He is more like him. In fact, Mahimasahi can be said to emerge,
somewhat ironically, as Hammira’s superior mirror-image. He becomes the true exemplar
of warriorhood:

Restored to consciousness by the sprinkling tears of his relatives, Virama and the others, he
clasped Mahimasahi’s neck, and wailed: “Oh! You are the support of the Kamboja clan! Oh! You are
the abode of the clan of fame! Oh! Your benevolence is achieved by no one else! Oh! Your valor is
the most virtuous! Oh! You are the dwelling of the true ksatriya vow! Oh! You have the love from
all the people of the world. Even if I give up my life, how will I even be without debt to you? No
one indeed is lower than me, and no one else (para) is higher than you. I had such a dull mind
(manda-dhis) for not knowing that there was such affection in you.'*

It is important to not take this praise too seriously, or as representing the author’s
vision. There’s again a deep irony surrounding the affection between Hammira and
Mahimasahi. Perhaps the inflated tone already betrays its hollowness. To the reader,
some of the epithets seem out of place, like Mahimasahi’s unequaled “benevolence”
(saujanjya) or his “loving affection” (vatsala) for or from the whole world, a word that
typically connotes love for family. The framing of the whole episode - Mahimasahi’s
violent anger and its concomitant delusional stupor - make it hard to believe for the
reader that this was an act of kindness and love. The Mahabharata imagery, with “the
heads of the children and wives floating in a sea of blood”, doesn’t create an atmosphere
of loving affection. Perhaps the poet betrays his critical stance towards these words of
praise by saying that Hammira “wailed” (vyalapad, 13.162). His words are vilapana,

the playful and shining Royal Fortune herself, the all-important symbolic wife to the king. Or perhaps rather,
Hammira’s delusion led Mahimasahi to kill her. I return to this point.

15 pandhiinam viramadinam vimiirccho ‘thasru-secanaih |

lagitva mahimasaheh kanthe vyalapad ity asau ||13.162]|

ha kamboja-kuladdhara ha kirti-kula-mandira |

hananya-janya-saujanya ha dhanyatama-vikrama ||13.163||

ha ksatraika-vratigara ha vi§va-jana-vatsala |

katham-karam bhavisyami pranado ‘py anrnas tava ||13.164||

matto naividhamah ko ‘pi tvatto naivéttamah parah |

a-dhyayam manda-dhis tadrg idrg premny api yat tvayi [|13.165||

16 As for example when Jalaluddin ‘praised’ Viranarayana's bravery (saurya) while actually deceiving
him, see chapter two, section 2.4. More generally the notion of praise or nobility tends to become hollow
throughout HMK. It is worth comparing this with Adrian Poole’s remarks about the opaqueness of praise in
Western tragedies (2005: 54), where heroes too tend to praise themselves and others as “the noblest”, He
observes that the reader is left to wonder what this actually means, noting that in tragedies, “[w]ords of
praise and blame that we normally take for granted become opaque, difficult, even unintelligible.”
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lamentations, uttered in grief after just regaining consciousness (vi-miirccho), and which
might have the connotation of idle talk, prattle, shortsightedness. Lamentations had this
connotation before in the poem (at the end of canto eighth), and will have this later too,
with the death of Hammira, as we will see in the next chapter (section 5.6).

More generally the notion of praise or nobility tends to become hollow throughout
HMK. It is worth comparing this with Adrian Poole’s remarks about the opaqueness of
praise in Western tragedies, where heroes too tend to praise themselves and others as
‘the noblest’. He observes that the reader is left to wonder what this actually means,
noting that in tragedies, “[w]ords of praise and blame that we normally take for granted
become opaque, difficult, even unintelligible.”

To make sense of the tragic events, Hammira evokes the topic of ‘fate’. But we are
invited to think - together with Hammira - who or what is really responsible for the
massacre in Mahimasahi’s courtyard, and whether it was really necessary. Hammira’s
words of praise quickly transform into a reflection on his own responsibility and the
problem of fate. Indeed, the bloody massacre in Mahimasahi’s house not only shocks the
reader, but also brings Hammira the long-awaited ‘insight’”:

Ah! If this ignorance (dur-matih) of mine is engendered by the adversity of fate (vidhi), then why
did you do that? Or what does it matter, for indeed the future is not otherwise! A man employs his
mind in different ways to do good for himself (atma-hitam). But she (the mind) never departs from
what will happen in the future, like a virtuous woman (sati) does not abandon her husband. On the
one hand, man considers what he desires, on the other hand, the course of one’s objectives is truly
determined by fate (daivad).*®

For the first time Hammira realizes that his ignorance (manda-dhis, dur-mati) has caused
something he didn’t intend, a bloody massacre. Although he first praises Mahimasahi’s
‘heroic act’, he feels responsible for what ultimately remains a horrifying scene. As
always, there is confusion. Hammira’s mind is clearly troubled between two positions in
that age-old debate about free-will (or its illusion). How does his ignorance relate to
Mahimasahi’s horrifying act? If his error of judgment is caused by the adverse working of
fate (pratikalyad vidher, 13.166), Hammira wonders, “then why did you do that?”. Why does
Hammira’s delusion - caused by the Creator’s capriciousness - need to have such a fatal
effect on Mahimasahi’s family? (We have to keep in mind that traditionally the legend

197 Poole: 2005: 54.

pratikiilyad vidher jata maméyam yadi durmatih |

a$ cakrithaitat tat kim tvam yadva bhavyam hi ninyatha |[13.166||
puman atma-hitam kartum dhiyam dhyayaty anekadha |

sa sativa patim kvapi bhavitavyam jahati na ||13.167]|

anyathaiva vicaryante purusena manorathah |

daivad ahita-sad-bhava karyanam anyatha gatih |[13.168||
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revolves around Hammira’s promise to protect the Mongol warriors and their family).
However, the question may not matter. Hammira proceeds to say, because “from another
perspective indeed the future is not otherwise” (yadva hi bhavyam nanyatha), it cannot be
altered. For a tragic hero like Hammira indeed, the future is fixed, and real human agency
is an illusion. In Hammira’s vision, the notion of “fate” is understood as a deterministic
force, outweighing the power or will of his mind, his good intentions, the things that are
desired by man (purusena manoratha, 13.168). Ignorant or not, one’s mind is fated, it aligns
with the future (bhavitavyam), like a virtuous woman (sati) doesn’t leave her husband
(patim), but follows him even in death, on his funeral pyre. One’s course or destiny (gati)
is truly disposed by “fate” (daivad ahita-sad-bhava).

This is the second time that the word daiva is used to explain the fated nature of life,
instead of the more impersonal notion of the ‘Creator’ god (vidhi, dhatr, kartr, etc.) Earlier
I suggested that daiva had the connotation of ‘chance’, when Hammira refused to kill the
traitor Ratipala, against the warnings of his brother, explaining that if ‘by chance’
(daivatah) the fort would fall the people might blame him for such thoughtless action.
Here, this complex notion might have the connotation of ‘personal fate’, which is often
referred to as daiva - what relates to the gods, deva. We have reached the moment where
Hammira’s actions have come to its fruition, the whole karmic process. But who is
responsible for its outcome? A tragic story like that of Hammira is deeply concerned with
the issue of whether, to which extent and how one actively makes or passively suffers
one’s fate. And, not unimportantly, whether one deserves his or her fate. Let me again
highlight the passage from Hitopadesa quoted in the beginning of this chapter (translation
of Judit T6rzsok):

Fortune (Laksmi) gravitates towards eminent men who work hard;

Only cowards say it depends on fate (daiva).

Forget about fate and be a man - use your strength! (atma-saktya)

Then, if you don’t succeed in spite of your efforts, what is there to blame? *°

We can see this as the more explicit rendering of a troubling question that is now at the
heart of the tragic climax of Nayacandra’s poem. Who - or what - is to blame? Let’s recall
that Hammira’s actions (and non-actions) were motivated by his desire to prevent future
ridicule (vidambana, when deciding to send Mahimasahi away, 13.142). He doesn’t want to
be remembered as an ignorant man (durmati, when refusing to kill Ratipala, 13.101). Now
that he does recognize his ignorance, he confers blame on the capricious nature of an
impersonal ‘fate’ (vidhi). However, the principle of karma or daiva doesn’t take away the
role of personal agency and responsibility. But this is precisely what Hammira is trying

1 Hitopadesa, prologue v. 31, translation by Judit Térzsék in the Clay Sanskrit Library edition (2007:
69).
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to do after he regained consciousness from his shock. He is trying to remove personal
blame for the massacre he just witnessed. According to Hammira, we are not in control
of daiva, because the future is fixed. This passive perspective on the working of time and
fortune is typically raised to justify non-action or idleness, as texts like Hitopadesa make
explicit."* HMK also confronts this reasoning, in its own, more subtle way.

4.8 Beheading the fool

With Hammira’s acknowledgment of Mahimasahi’s superiority, the role of the refugee
Mongols comes somewhat shockingly to an end. Mahimasahi’s otherness (paratvam) has
assimilated into Hammira. It is, however, the start of another, final process of
assimilation. Immediately after Hammira blames the capricious nature of fate, Hammira
gets shocked by another discovery:

When he returned, and saw that the granary contained an immense amount of food, the king asked
Jahada: “Why is this?” When he explained his thoughts (atma-buddhau) the king proclaimed: “Let
a lightning strike your mind (tvan-matau), which caused the destruction of our clan.” Then, he,
who knew what is right, gave the doorway of freedom to the citizens. And with his learned mind
(ista-matir) he ordered his beloved women to enter the fire.

It would seem that Hammira saved his name. He found a scapegoat in Jahada, whose
erroneous mind he holds responsible for the destruction of his clan (kula-ksaya). Recall,
however, that Jahada wanted Hammira to sue for peace. Hammira appears to shift his
reasoning about the explanation of the fated events. It is not about his own ignorance or
stupidity anymore, caused by the adverse workings of fate, but about the ignorance of

10 Thus, Hitopadesa, prologue v. 29-30, ibid.

“What is not to happen will never happen,

and what has to happen will not be otherwise.

Why don’t you use this as an antidote against the poison of worry?”

Some people, unable to act, say such words to justify their idleness. However,
“One should not give up one’s efforts, even when acknowledging the role of fate; without effort,
one cannot obtain oil from sesame seed.”

" yinivrttas tato ‘manam annam alokya kostha-gam |

kim etad iti papraccha jahadam jagatipati |[13.169|

uktayam atha tenatma-buddhau provaca parthivah |

tvan-matau patatad vajram yaya jajfie kula-ksayah [[13.170|

tatah pradaya pauranam mukti-dvaram sa yuktivit |

pravestum jvalane $ista-matir adistavan priyah ||13.171]|
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Jahada. After this transfer of blame Hammira appears, once again, to emerge as an ideal.
He is described in positive terms as someone who “knows what is fit” (yukti-vit) when
giving free passage to the citizens. And he is described as well-educated’ (Sista-matir) when
ordering his own family to enter the fire (13.171). The ideal is restored. Hammira thus
seems to fulfil his tragic fate by escaping personal responsibility. Without Jahada’s error,
so it seems, his clan would have survived. But why is that?

There is, as always, a problem with Hammira’s reasoning. His two shocking discoveries
- first about the massacre in Mahimasahi’s courtyard and immediately after about
Jahada’s lie - create a problem, pertaining to the recurrent issue about ‘the cause’ of
destruction (vinasa-hetu). Michael Bednar also noticed the problem posed by Hammira’s
second discovery, remarking that it “leads to the question of why Hammira did not simply
wait out the siege instead of resorting to jauhar and death on the battlefield. Nayacandra
Sari did not address this point.”"2 Bednar is right that Nayacandra doesn’t explicitly
address this point. But we are clearly invited to explore this troubling question. The
problem with most earlier readings of HMK is that they tend to evaluate the tragic plot
from Hammira’s perspective, for example, by casting Jahada, in Bednar’s words, “as the
individual Hammira (or Nayacandra Siri) ultimately blamed for the fall of Ranthambhor”
and by reading the whole episode as a glorification of warriorhood.™* Both the topic of
glorification and the issue of blame, are much more complex. I want to suggest that it is
precisely Hammira’s stubborn adherence to his heroic vow that explains why the siege
cannot go on as earlier. Moreover, Hammira’s emphasis on Jahada’s ignorance brings us
back to the tragedy of his own self-acknowledged ignorance. The poem doesn’t make this
return explicit, although it can certainly be felt.

[ want to propose that the real tragic load of Hammira’s second discovery lies in the
fact that Mahimasahi’s ‘heroic act’ of slaying his family may have been unnecessary, in
retrospect. Hammira too might have realized that there’s no danger anymore of a famine
in the fort. The Chauhan camp thus still has the advantage over the enemy troops
surrounding the fort. Hammira’s discovery of the abundance of food in the fort brings us
back to the moment before the Chauhan’s king moment of despair, before his sleepless
night in which he decided to send the Mongols away. We are in fact back at the beginning
of the twelfth canto, where Hammira boasts about the abundance of food in the fort (12.4),
showing that Alauddin doesn’t stand a chance. The tragic problem now is that his refugee
Mahimasahi, whom he had earlier vowed to protect, has slaughtered his family to prove
his dedication to the warrior vow. By slaying his wife and children Mahimasahi - a
‘foreigner’ - showed that he too is ready to fight till death in the face of certain defeat. With
Hammira’s discovery of the immense amount of food in the fort, he may know that defeat

12 Bednar 2007: 205.
13 1bid. 207.
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is not certain anymore. The siege could go on, with Hammira in the advantaged position.
Alauddin only feigned his encampment hadn’t suffered from the war. He may eventually
give up, or offer new conditions for a truce. But then Mahimasahi’s heroic act - the
massacre of his family - would have been for nothing, meaningless. And this includes
Hammira’s dramatic lamentations and praise for his new devotee. Moreover, Hammira
had proclaimed that he could never be free from Mahimasahi’s debt. Hammira owes
Mahimasahi his life, and that of his family. In Mahimasahi he has met his superior, and
now he has to go over to the final battle and sacrifice his own family.

Therefore, the troubling, and perhaps unsolvable puzzle of the whole episode can be
said to revolve around this question: who or what is responsible for the unnecessary
massacre of Mahimasahi’s family? There can be multiple answers. Is it because of the
adverse workings of fate (pratikilyad vidher, 13.166) which made Hammira ignorant
(durmatih) about the de facto sameness between him and the Mongol ‘others’? This is
Hammira’s first conclusion. Or is it Jahada’s ‘mind’ (mati, buddhi, 13.170), the fool who lied
about the real amount of food, erroneously thinking Hammira would sue for peace if it
would be empty? This is Hammira’s final conclusion. From Hammira’s perspective the
false prospect of a famine, namely Jahada’s lie, led to the following chain: his despair and
sleepless night in which he resolved to send away the loyal Mongols, and the subsequent
bloody massacre of Mahimasahi’s family. Jahada’s thoughts thus indirectly caused the
unnecessary slaughter. Or does Hammira’s own erroneous mind ultimately remain
responsible for this outcome? It is after all his own thoughts about the supposedly
‘inevitable’ betrayal of the Mongols, that directly lead to the bloody massacre? Hammira’s
delusion, moreover, also allowed the traitor Ratipala to carry out his plans, thus leading
to the scene right before his despair. In other words, without Hammira’s ignorance, this
massacre wouldn’t have happened in the first place. Perhaps the warrior-code itself can
be held responsible for the destruction of Hammira’s clan. It leads proud warriors like
Mahimasahi and himself to perform reckless and horrifying acts to prove their loyalty to
the hero’s vow (vira-vrata).

In short, multiple, conflicting perspectives come into play if we want to answer the
recurrent question driving the whole poem: what is the cause behind the Chauhan clan’s
destruction (vinasa-hetu)? The character of Jahada adds to the overall complexity of the
tragic chain. It gives insight into the human process of scapegoating, the ways kings (or
humans in general) try to escape blame. It may only be on the surface that the sudden
intervention of Jahada saves Hammira’s name. It powerfully drives home the general
wisdom (arthdntara-nyasa) of the penultimate verse from the first canto: “everyone sees
the fault in another, but not in himself” (sarvah ko ‘pi parasya pasyati jano dosam na ca svasya
tam, 1.103). From the reader’s perspective the problem of Hammira’s delusion (moha) still
carries the tragic load. This explains why the suprabhatam intervened right before the
Chauhan king approached Mahimasahi to confront him with his otherness. Moreover, the
whole episode indeed revolves around confusion, stupefaction, the problem of tragic
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short-sightedness. A confused Hammira first links his own ignorance (dur-matih) to the
unpredictable, adverse workings of fate, and just an instant later, without further
thought, he holds Jahada’s stupidity responsible for the destruction of the clan. In both
cases, the poem shows how Hammira tries to avoid personal responsibility. He doesn’t see
- or doesn’t want to see - his own flaws, his own culpability in the tragic chain leading to
the complete destruction of his clan. The tragic events preceding Jahada’s lie remain
invisible to him. He remains tragically unaware of his role in the entire tragic process
leading to the shocking, but crucial discovery of his likeness and inferiority to the Mongol
other.

Finally, there is something about Jahada that may also make him a mirror image of the
king himself. Jahada’s lie can be understood as an unpredictable twist of fate. He was
introduced as a fool who even though doing something good (hita) effects the opposite
(ahita). Jahada’s role in the narrative appears to show how the tragic hero attributes his
misfortune mostly to the unpredictable and unfortunate twists of fate. This, however, is
the short-sighted perspective of the sleepy. Alauddin, by contrast, has a different attitude
when responding to forces of unpredictability. Struck by the emergence of time as the
destructive monsoon rains, he doesn’t despair, but resorts to deceitful trickery. With the
discovery of Jahada’s lie, for Hammira too, in fact, a new opportunity for action opens up
to prevent the destruction of his clan. But instead of taking the ‘chance’, Hammira decides
to adhere to his heroic vow - or rather is stuck to it - and confers all the blame on Jahada.

Hammira’s delusion and that of Jahada are deliberately juxtaposed. Hammira’s
erroneous speech struck Mahimasahi’s heart like lightning (vajrenéva hato hrdi, 13.152),
leading to the bloody massacre. And shortly after, when discovering why Jahada lied to
him, he says that a lightning should struck (patatad vajram, 13.170) Jahada’s mind, leading
to Hammira’s decision to also ‘kill” his family. But HMK is mostly not a story about how
the shift from fortune to misfortune is caused by the unpredictable striking of fate. It
shows rather how Fortune wanes and swings, mostly through the behavior of the players,
a lack of insight, erroneous views about what is the right thing to do, how they respond
to conditions of predictability and unpredictability. Why would the playful and charming
goddess of Fortune abandon a king who is wise, and acts with right discernment (viveka)
(8.75)?7 This might be the all-important thematic question, posed in the eighth canto,
which Hammira appears to have forgotten.

Ultimately, it is Hammira’s mental sleepiness, his unplayful non-action - resulting
from his persistent misperception about friends and foe, his ‘whatever will be will be’
view on time and his fear for future blame - that culminates in the tragic scene where
Mahimasahi shockingly disproves Hammira’s delusional ideas by slaying his wives and
children. Hammira’s non-action toward the blind Dharmasimha and the traitor Ratipala
- at least after their obvious betrayal -, stands in sharp contrast with his more active
attitude toward the ‘traitor’ Jahada. Treating him like a true scapegoat, Hammira decides
to kill him before rushing into his own dead. But first the king finally falls asleep
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(nidrayddrtah, 13.191); or literally he is “worshipped” or “taken care of” (adrta) by Sleep
(nidraya). This is Sleep’s first and final visit. Can Hammira finally sleep off his exhaustion?
Hammira has a dream, in which the lotus pond tells him to throw the kingdom'’s riches in
her waters, so that the mlecchas ‘the barbarians’ won’t gain anything (13.192). When
Hammira wakes up he orders Jahada to throw everything in the lake. Or rather, this
happens “at the command of the sleepless king” (nir-nidra-bhapaladesat, 13.194). Then he
orders his brother Virama to behead Jahada, whose head is said to roll on the earth like a
pumpkin (13.195). But what does it mean that Hammira acts out his last royal commands
as a someone who is nir-nidra, “without sleep”: is he awake or sleepless?

It may remind us of Hammira’s paradoxical sleepy sleeplessness: his fatal state of being
sleepy while being awake, like the imagery of the shaking flames or lotus pond, (vainly)
fighting their drowsiness after staying up the whole night. Like all the other ‘fictional’
characters, Jahada’s role seems meant to reveal another aspect of Hammira’s tragic
character. Hammira, in fact, may not be unlike Jahada. Both can exemplify the earlier
maxim (udaharanam) about Jahada,

Even if he does the right thing (hita), when a fool acts boldly (pragalbhate), it leads to the opposite
(ahita) alone. Does this maxim not clearly watch over Jahada?"*

It may also illustrate Nayacandra’s characterization of Hammira. Jahada’s rolling head,
beheaded at the command of the sleepless king, marks the end of a long tragic process,
during which Hammira unknowingly but consistently inflicted harm with his reckless
behavior." His beheading of Jahada - perhaps a playful distortion of jadya “stupidity” as
I proposed - can be said to symbolically inaugurate the start of the final battle, ending
with Hammira’s self-decapitation in the final verse of the thirteenth canto (13.226) and
eventually with the king’s own rolling head in the final verse of the concluding
‘lamentation’ (14.21). We learn how his head is brought to Alauddin by Hammira’s former
favorite general Ratipala, “Protector of (sexual) Pleasure”, who shows it with the sole of
his foot (pdda-talena). This final verse tells us that the Saka king ‘drove away’ Ratipala’s

6“

wickedness (khalam), s “which was the right thing to do, (because) otherwise, how many

14 kurvann api hitam mirkho ‘hitayaiva pragalbhate |

atrédaharanam vyaktam kim na padyata jahadam |[13.138||

115 Worthy of note is how before his kingship actualized, in verse 119 of canto eight, Hammira had
once accused cruel Fate (vidhi) for his “boldness” (pragalbhyam) in killing his father Jaitrasimha, which he
presented as the cruel cause of his destruction (vindsa-hetoh).

16 [ took yat khala(m) ratipala te $akapatir niskdsayam asivan (“Oh Ratipala, when the Saka king drove
away your wickedness”) from the older Kota mss. instead of khallam te Ratipdla yac.... The verse is a bit
ambiguous, and syntactically complex, as many of the other preceding verses, which I discuss in the next
chapter, in section 5.6. The word khala or khalla is meant to refer to the threshing-floor (or even a leather
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will not betray their lord, like you?”(tad yuktam tvam ivanyatha kati punar druhyanti na
svamine, 14.21) The last verse not only condemns Ratipala’s betrayal or wickedness, but
also reminds us of the earlier phase in Hammira’s tragedy, when he replaced the (initially)
loyal Bhojadeva by the traitor Ratipala, and later refused to kill him, even though his
brother told him that his treason was certain (niscitam samgato, 13.93). It appears that
contrary to the sleepless Hammira, the wakeful Saka king did manage to do what was
right.

4.9 Conclusion: uncertainty, paradox, and transformation

Tragedy or eulogy? Praise or blame? Do the heroes actively make or passively suffer their
fates? Who is the real villain, and who really deserves admiration and emulation? In
Nayacandra’s poem, this is all a matter of perspective, depending on where or on which
aspect we want to let our eyes rest. Throughout Nayacandra’s great poem of Hammira,
opposite perspectives are repeatedly made to clash. Distinctions between good and bad,
truth and falsehood, reality and illusion, etc. - the opposites connoted by the compound
sad-asat - get mixed up and tend to blur.

Nevertheless, we are clearly invited to make distinctions, and activate our sense of
discrimination (viveka), just like the characters are urged to do. We are cast as judges,
who, again like the characters themselves, must try to make up our minds about who or
what is to be blamed for the destruction of the Chauhan dynasty. Ultimately, there may
be no clear or final resolution to the many tensions that build up throughout the poem.
Like Hammira we could arrive at the conclusion that it is the fool Jahada who caused the
destruction of his dynasty. We could side with his perspective and praise the Mongol
warrior Mahimasahi who epitomizes the quality of loyalty (svami-bhakti) and proved his
adherence to the vow of true ‘undisguised’ heroism (nirvyaja-vira-vratam) by ‘heroically’
slaying his family. But we can also focus on earlier perspectives, like those of Bhojadeva,
who blames Hammira for his madness, casting him as an insane king who considers
worthless his loyal subjects, and later ‘awakens’ his new lord Alauddin. And how to judge
the crucial, seminal scene about the public humiliation of Dharmasimha, “Lion Dharma”,
whom Hammira unjustly accused of blindness and impotence, and then had his testicles
and eyes removed. How does this effect our evaluation of Hammira’s tragedy? Did he

bag or case), where grains (or drugs) are crushed. The idea may also be that the Saka not only drove away
(niskasayam dasivan) the “wickedness” of Ratipala, but drove him to the threshing floor to have him crushed.
Dasharatha Sharma reads khallam as “skin”, stating that Ratipala “was flayed alive” (1959: 114).
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really respond or fulfill his fate as brave or courageous man (sattva)? What is the relation
between Hammira’s ignorance or delusions and his ‘tragic flaws’? Was the tragic outcome
really inevitable?

It can be useful to recall the important fact that Nayacandra introduced the theme of
his poem by formulating a somewhat ambiguous question about Hammira’s relation to
Royal Fortune. Did Hammira, the ‘so said’ (kila) epitome of goodness (sattva) consider his
life and even (api) the playful charms (vildsa) of Royal Fortune worthless, not even the
worth of a straw?

Although HMK provides no explicit answers, I want to suggest that the poem
constantly invites the reader to answer this question in the negative, by playing a
complex game with multiple sides of the ‘truth’. Through the words of Bhoja, we learned
that Hammira considers those who are devoted to his service worthless (seva-hevakino),
not even the worth of straws (na trnany api manyate, 9.182). It is worth asking whether
Bhoja’s perceptive remark is intended as a deliberate echo of the poem’s guiding question
about Hammtra’s relation to Royal Fortune. Later in the poem Bhoja’s observation about
Hammira’s attitude thus gets reinforced by the words of his disloyal replacer Ratipala,
who manages to trick one of Hammira’s generals into committing treason. He does this
by telling him that Hammira, “the enemy of those who are devoted to his service” (seva-
hevakinam Satrur 13.131) will come to arrest him. Ratipala assures him he is speaking the
truth (satyam, 13.133). Although Ratipala is de facto lying, it does remind the reader of the
painful truth of the ninth canto: Hammira’s fatal tendency to mistake his loyal devotees
for enemies, and vice versa. Throughout the poem Hammira is somehow truly presented
as the enemy of those who are loyal to him.

The ninth canto - the opening canto about Hammira’s rule - clearly depicts a hero who
considers Royal Fortune worthless, not in the wise sense that he understands the
transient or fickle nature of power, but in a more negative sense, that he doesn’t know
how to rule. Through the words of Bhojadeva we learned that Hammira - like all kings
who become deluded by madness when they obtain an immeasurable kingdom - is unable
to care for even a single person in his realm (ekanta-vatsalah, 9.183). Hammira indeed
constantly shifts his affection for his subjects. Driven by anger and ignorance he mutilates
Dharmasimha and replaces him by Bhoja. Then, driven by greed he reinstalls the
revengeful Dharmasimha, and drives his loyal brother Bhoja away from the court.
Although we repeatedly learn about Hammira’s legendary unshakable ‘firmness’ - at least
in the panegyric mode, or through his own words or thoughts - it is a king like him who
embodies the fickle, unstable, nature of power.

Yet, it may be important to not just adopt Bhoja’s perspective on the events, or settle
for one definite answer to the poem’s driving and ambiguous question of 1.9 pertaining
to Hammira’s relationship to the ‘playful charms’ (vildsa) of Royal Fortune. I want to
suggest that Nayacandra’s epic invites us to explore and appreciate principles of
uncertainty, worlds in movement and paradox, which are central to the notion of play
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and the practice of reading literature itself."” It can be instructive to refer to Don
Handelman'’s theory of play here, as “a declaration of conditions of uncertainty”." In
discussing the intimate relation between play and paradox he makes an interesting point
about what he calls “the lesson of true paradox”:

so long as one holds to its internal logic of operation, one cannot solve or escape its ongoing self-
contradictions and self-negations that continually resurrect their antitheses. True to itself, the
paradox is in perpetual motion, in a sort of fluidity and flux that know no resolution or stability,
except that of movement.'®°

One way to do justice to the ‘restless’ movement within the poem, Nayacandra’s ‘poetic
game of restlessness’ (capala-keli), and thus prevent our eyes from resting on one side of
seemingly opposing spectrums - like blame/fame, tragedy/eulogy - is to look at
Nayacandra’s poetic game through the lens or language of paradox. Perhaps only in
paradox seemingly contradictory viewpoints can co-exist, but not without tension.
Throughout this chapter I have tried to give insight into the poem’s persistent concern
with evoking paradoxical imagery. This also corresponds with Satya Vrat analysis of
Nayacandra’s striking preference for slesa based paradoxes (virodha), which “are used so

7

extensively in the poem that it may well be rated as its chief alarikara”.* 1 want to take
this further to suggest that this preference extends to Nayacandra’s fondness of deeply
ambiguous imagery. A mood of ‘paradox’ also aligns with the constant interplay of
opposing perspectives and narrative modes. I have been arguing that in their constant
interaction one perspective or mode effects the other. I have suggested that we can see
this as a game of balance, which aligns more generally with the constant tension between
the eulogistic format of the poem and the deeply tragic story about far from ideal
protagonists. To counterbalance the predominantly ‘eulogistic readings’ of the poem as
political panegyric, I have been arguing that one side occasionally outweighs the other,

especially making a case for how ‘unheroic’ critical perspectives hollow out the idealist

17 As for example powerfully stressed by Jonathan Culler (2011[1991]: 28), stating that “many of the
features of literature follow from the willingness of readers to pay attention, to explore uncertainties, and
not immediately ask ‘what do you mean by that?””

18 Handelman (1998: 68), defining uncertainty as “the recognition that cosmos (or whatever entity is
under discussion) exists as much through the deep flux of unpredictability, as it does through determination.
Therefore, that this is another mode of thinking and talking about change, rather than rest, in the world”
(p. 68). We could note that without such conditions of uncertainty, when things tilt over to one side, both
life, games and literature, would become boring, unexciting (when overly predictable), or meaningless
(when a logic of randomness predominates such entities).

' Handelman 1998: 69.

2ibid.

121 Vrat 2003: 175.
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mode. All the recurrent ambiguities, images of decay, symbolic characters, dissonant
intertextual models, tragic ironies, etc. reveal that the eulogistic format may be just a
shallow, illusory surface layer. They seem to reveal that the last phase in the Chauhan’s
legendary past may not be more than, to use an apt Dutch expression, schone schijn, a
“beautiful shine, or appearance”. Nayacandra subtly and repeatedly reveals the human
tendency ‘to keep up appearances.” But the deeply tragic story line, with its many
unexpected twists and shocks, tends to shake off the shining veil of the poem.
Ultimately, however, it never slips off entirely. In the final three sections of this
chapter I have tried to emphasize that the heavier tragic side never irreversibly tilts over
to completely overthrow the eulogistic format in which Hammira may still emerge, more
or less, as a heroic, admirable figure. (Although perhaps not of the kind that is meant to
stimulate emulation.)> This would make an end to the game of balance Nayacandra seems
to be playing (with the reader). It would spoil the fun. It would break the charm of the
many ambiguities, ambivalences and ironies with which our poet treats his subject. This
includes the way the poem makes the reader break his head over the troubling question
about the cause of destruction (vinasa-hetu). This major theme or question is related to
other troubling questions about culpability and blame. I have tried to show how the
answers to such questions are presented as a conundrum, a paradoxical puzzle, which
may have no final resolution. The recurrent theme of sleepiness is almost exclusively
explored through paradoxical imagery, allowing Nayacandra to avoid explicit criticism.
After all, making critique overtly explicit or dominant would spoil the effect of HMK’s
‘tilting game’." The poem skillfully manages to maintain some balance - or the semblance
of balance -between registers of praise and blame. In HMK triumphalist and tragic modes
are purposefully made to co-exist in a tense, tenuous, and deeply paradoxical relation.
The multi-directional movement inherent to paradox and play doesn’t mean that the
intricate plot doesn’t invite the reader to pinpoint the major reason, and judge who or
what is really to blame - as I tried to do, actively participating in the reading process. But
to settle for a definite answer may end the poetic game itself. While playing his “game of
unsteadiness” (capala-keli, 14.43), Nayacandra can be said to flirt with the complex, many-
sided flux of reality and truth (satya, tattva). The poem, of course, doesn’t just ‘tell’ the
truth. We are meant to experience something of the shaky nature of reality. In addition,
the many twists in the poem are clearly meant to strike both the readers and characters

1221 return to this point in the conclusion to this dissertation.

12 T adopted the term “tilting-game” - and adapted it for my own purposes - from Wolfang Iser’s
theory of literature as a unique kind of game (in his The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology,
1993: 250f) which escapes traditional classifications of games, as explored in Roger Caillois’s Man, Play, and
Games (1958), itself an engagement and modification of Johan Huizinga’s seminal work on play (Homo Ludens,
1938), a major inspiration for my own thinking on play.
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in the poem.”” Perhaps all this is meant to effect a change of mind, and give insights, for
example, into the relationship between self and ‘other’. It is worth wondering whether
all the recurrent imagery of shaking, striking and merging with ‘others’, is also meant to
resonate with the idea, expressed in Nayacandra’s play Rambhamarijari, that poetry is only
of use when it strikes the other’s (parasya) heart and makes one’s head shake (or nod in
approval), just like an arrow is supposed to hit the heart of the ‘enemy other’ (parasya)
and make his head tremble.” I have tried to highlight the many suggested assimilations,
through which Hammira appears to become the blinded and castrated Dharmasimha
‘Lion Dharma’, the traitor Ratipala ‘Protector of Pleasure’, the Mongol ‘other’, and
eventually the unfortunate fool Jahada whom the ‘sleepless king’ sentenced to die.
Whatever the case, the poem remains in constant movement, immersing the reader in
a whirling flux of opposite perspectives and narrative modes. Perhaps we are supposed
to experience vibhrama, the multivalent last word of the poem, expressing the rapture,
confusion and beauty of a playful and deceiving back-and-forth motion.» We may wonder
how Nayacandra’s poem was received, when it was first presented at the Tomar court, in
the hillfort of Gwalior, in the early fifteenth-century when Hammira was one of the most
celebrated heroes of Northern India. In the final chapter I explore Nayacandra’s great
poem of Hammira from a more contextualized angle. Ultimately, all the evoked
uncertainties and paradoxes - the tragic questions about responsibility and blame, the
structuring theme of confusion, the suggested fusions of historical and fictional
characters, the recurrent paradoxical imagery, etc. - may be subversive in effect.

124 Cf, also with Edwin Gerow’s plea (1977: 224) for regarding Indian poetry as aesthetic rather than
rhetoric, for it seeks to tell truth by “striking” the reader rather than “convincing” him.

125 [ quoted this verse as the opening to the introduction of this dissertation.

126 See my discussion of the last verse in the conclusion to this dissertation. The word is difficult to
translate in one word. Daniel H.H. Ingalls (“Words for Beauty in Classical Sanskrit poetry, 1962: 104),
discussing vibhrama as one of the many Sanskrit words to denote beauty, notes how it is often glossed with
vilasa (playful gestures). He describes the word as meaning “a swift, graceful motion, usually coquettish, that
tricks or intrigues the eye of the beholder.” It also includes the idea of being deceived, of confusion and
error. Ingalls writes about the distinction in Sanskrit poetry between beauty in motion and beauty in rest,
with words for play like lild, vildsa, and vibhrama, clearly belonging to the former category (p.105-6).
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Chapter 5 Patrons and power, poets and play:
legitimation, subversion and meta-history in
Nayacandra’s new Hammira poem

5.1 Gwalior, ca. 1402-1423, a literary challenge at the Tomar
court

Texts, of course, take shape in relation to a present, to a context, which tends to leave
traces. This chapter not only discusses the significance of such traces for our
understanding of HMK and its context, but also tries to show that Nayacandra’s historical
poem purposefully models and makes felt ‘the past as present’.' The sponsorship of
historical poetry is typically associated with the political agendas of those in power - just
like now the past is instrumentalized by political elites. However, ‘using’ the past for
purposes of legitimation is clearly just one part of the story of premodern courtly poetry.
The poet too, of course, makes his own voice heard.

Nayacandra must have completed and presented his Sanskrit epic, for the first time, at
the court of the hillfort of Gwalior, in the early fifteenth century. At the end of his poem
Nayacandra speaks about his poem as the result of a literary challenge held at the court
of Virama Tomar. It was presumably presented for Virama Tomar, who ruled the Gwalior
fort between 1402 and 1423.2 Nayacandra seems to be purposefully ambiguous about the
‘patronizing role’ of the Tomar king of Gwalior. Let me quote again that remarkable verse
about the poem’s context, which I discussed at length in the first chapter. It provides a
useful starting point for this chapter, which situates Nayacandra’s poetic project within
its broader historical, socio-political and literary context.

!For this formulation I'm inspired by the title of Romila Thapar’s book (2014) titled The Past as Present:
forging contemporary identities through history.
2 Dvivedi 1973: 49-50.
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“At this time, no one will create a poem
resembling the poetry of the poets of old.”
This is what was said by the courtiers

at the assembly of king Virama Tomar.
With his mind shaken by a play of rashness
arising from that

the poet Nayacandra created

this erotic, heroic and marvelous

new poem of king Hammira.?

At the heart of this verse lies an intertextual allusion to how the seminal ‘poet of old’
Kalidasa, in the prologue of his Raghuvamsa (1.9), describes the rashness (capala) of his
own attempt to describe the great dynasty of the Raghus.* Nayacandra’s verse, however,
can be understood as a playful dig at the rashness of the courtiers of the Tomar king who
made the outrageous claim that - at the present time (adhuna), the early fifteenth century
- no one will compose a Sanskrit poem like the poets of old. But Nayacandra proved them
wrong and composed “this new poem of king Hammira” (kavyam idam...navyam...), in the
form, language and style of a prestigious mahakavya, and as a deep intertextual
engagement with the poets of old.

Curiously, despite placing his poem in the specific courtly environment of the Tomars,
Nayacandra doesn’t really praise the ruling king, his dynastic lineage or the impressive
Gwalior hillfort. Nor do we find any expression of a concern to link the Tomar king to the
heroic subject of the poem or locate him in the history of the Chauhans. In this,
Nayacandra goes against the traditional trend in both Chauhan- and non-Chauhan-
related court poetry of the time.> Other court poets at the Tomar kingdom in Gwalior thus

* kavyam plrva-kaver na kavya-sadr$am kascid vidhatadhuné-

ty ukte tomara-virama-ksitipateh samajikaih samsadi |

tad-bhi-capala-keli-dolita-manah $rngara-virddbhutam

cakre kavyam idam hamira-nrpateh navyam nayénduh kavih ||14. 43||

* See my earlier and more elaborate discussion of this verse in the first section of chapter one.

* The mid-fifteenth-century vernacular Kanhadade-prabandha (on the Chauhans of Jalor) and the
Sanskrit play Gangadasa-pratapa-vilasa-natakam (on the Chauhan king of Champaner, discussed in Kapadia
(2014)) are thus clearly composed to praise a Chauhan patron, both linking the heroes of their poem to the
Sakhambhari Chauhans Hammira and Prthviraja. This also happens in the roughly contemporaneous
Ranamalla-chanda where a Rathor hero is explicitly compared to the illustrious Chauhan king, see Vyas (1973:
151). By contrast, the popular old-Rajasthani Visaladevardsa (ca. 1450, edition and translation by Smith 1976),
on the Chauhan ruler Vighraharaja (Visala), clearly pokes fun at this Chauhan king who is repeatedly accused
of being foolish (miidha), similar to the portrayal of Chauhans in HMK. Both texts don't really fit into the
tradition of patron-centered eulogies. I will occasionally refer to these texts as a point of contrast and
comparison.
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unambiguously praise the Tomar rulers as their patrons and link them to the heroic
subject of the poem, emphasizing the ancient origins of their dynastic lineage.’
Nayacandra, by contrast, only names the Tomar king Virama. He only gets referential
status, as the king whose courtiers made an outrageous claim, “from which a play of
rashness arose” (tad-bhii-capala-keli) which shook Nayacandra’s mind back and forth
(dolita-manah). Put differently, a play of rashness shook Nayacandra into making his
poem. [ have identified this shaking movement, which is inherent to the notion of play
and the problem of rashness or royal fickleness (capala), as an integral part of HMK’s
thematic (and meta-poetic) concerns. In this chapter I will explore how HMK’s concern
with ‘shaking’ may fit into Nayacandra’s present historical and literary context.

It remains curious that there is no explicit attempt to please Virama Tomar. For
example, Nayacandra could have referred to him as a generous patron, or praise his royal
or martial qualities, or the luster of his court. Moreover, we can imagine that a warrior-
king like Virama - who strenuously struggled to consolidate the Tomar’s independence
claim, as I show below - may have fancied analogy or explicit comparison with a famous
hero like Hammira. This happens for example in the contemporaneous Ranamalla-chanda
where the eponymous Rathor hero is explicitly compared to the illustrious Chauhan king,
several times. The story of Hammira can be said to animate this poem as a whole.” As 1

¢ The roughly contemporaneous author Padmanabha Kayastha in his Sanskrit kavya Yasodhara-carita
(1420), patronized by Virama Tomar’s minister Ku$araja, explicitly praises the Tomar dynasty of Gwalior and
its founder Virasimha, see Dvivedi 1973: 37. Likewise, a generation later, the poet Visnudas, who composed
a Ramayana and Mahabhdrata in the local language of Gwalior, explicitly praises the Tomar king Durigarendra
Simha as his patron, and links the Tomar dynasty to the lunar origins of the Pandava dynasty, for which see
Heidi Pauwels’ recent work on this poem (2020), drawing attention to the explicit identification between he
patron and the Pandava Bhima. And similarly, the Apabhramsa compositions of the digambara Jain poet
Raidhu contain eulogistic colophons (prasasti), praising the Tomar patrons, see De Clercq 2014: 353-361.

7 Edited and translated in Vyas 1973. Sridhara’s Vyasa’s Ranamalla-chanda is a short seventy stanza
poem in old Gujarati, praising the martial feats of Ranamalla, the Rathor lord of hillfort of Idar, who refused
to pay tribute to Zafar Khan, the Delhi Sultanate governor to Anhilvada-Patan (in modern Gujarat). See
chapter two in Aparana Kapadia’s In Praise of Kings (2018: 44-75) for a recent discussion of this text, where
she points out (p.55) how Ranamalla appears to “alternate between making trouble and offering his

”

submission to the great power.” Like the Tomar chiefs of Gwalior, Ranamalla’s attempt to claim
independence can be seen as part of the same larger movement of revolts near the turn to the fifteenth
century. Ranamalla was just one among several local lords who took benefit of the weakened state of the
Delhi Sultanate in the wake of Timur’s sack of Delhi in 1398. Interestingly, the prologue, composed in
Sanskrit, actually introduces the subject by evoking the memory of Hammira, whose famous struggle is
compared with the even greater heroic achievement of Ranamalla and Timur Lang (timira-linga, “The dark
Lingam”, v.4-5). The poem thus suggests that Ranamalla surpasses the greatness of Hammira. The
extraordinary feat of actually conquering a Saka king, and not fall victim to pride (na dadrpe, v.5), is
something that was only achieved by Timur, and now also by Ranamalla. It is nevertheless Hammira’s
example - and Ranamalla’s greater excellence- that continues to animate the gist of the poem, when, for
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explain later in this chapter, Hammira indeed came to symbolize the (dubious) ideal of
heroic resistance to Sultanate rule, and as such became one of the most famous historical
heroes at the time. But for some reason Nayacandra refrained from evoking a direct
parallel. Although the names of many other clans turn up throughout HMK, the Tomar
clan name is never mentioned, somewhat conspicuously.

Nayacandra’s exceptional silence on the Tomar kings - or a patron in general - may
reveal the old Jain monk-poet’s more distant attitude toward the court.? Or it may betray
his reluctance to bestow praise on a patron who might not be worth it, or on kings in
general.’ The conspicuous silence on the Tomar name in Nayacandra’s poetic version of
Chauhan history can come across as a subtle act of critique. But it could also be motivated
as praise. Indeed, in Nayacandra’s poem it might be a good thing to not be associated with
the Chauhans. Whatever the reason, his rather dry reference to king Virama Tomar is
much in line with the implicit critique that runs throughout HMK, namely that the
stubborn pride of kings and their obsession with power, honor and fame is counter to the
well-fare of the kingdom and its citizens.

The contemporary reader is left to wonder - at least those who read HMK after it left
its original context- whether Nayacandra composed his poem for the Tomar king or to
challenge him and his courtiers. Is the poem ‘ordered’ by Virama Tomar, or by someone from
a neighbouring (and rivalling) court, perhaps of a Chauhan lord who sought to ‘defeat’
the poet-scholars at the recently established Tomar court in a literary challenge? As
explained by Narayana Rao in an article on patronage at medieval courts:

A king was expected to have a number of competent scholars in his court who could dispute with
and defeat visiting scholar-poets who come with a desire to conquer them.

instance, Ranamalla refuses to pay tribute to Zafar Khan and instead chooses “the flavor of battlefield” (rana-
rasa) and follow the path of king Hammira (v.31).

8 It is worth noting that Nayacandra belonged to a sect of §vetambara Jains, whereas Gwalior was
famous for its thriving community of Digambara Jains, with influential figures and poets like Raidhu (1393-
1489), a younger contemporary of Nayacandra, who was also a creative force behind the massive sculptural
project to adorn the hill-fort with images of Jinas. See Granoff (2006) for a discussion of Raidhu, in connection
to the ‘colossal jinas of Gwalior’, mentioning how the Jain literature of the time reveals an increased sense
of sectarian rivalry between Digambaras and Svetambaras (p. 45). I thank Eva de Clercq for directing my
attention to this point.

°® We indeed see that there was some anxiety among poets to be accused of hypocrisy in their
panegyric writing, see for example Shulman’ article (1992) on the mutually interdependent, but often
asymmetrical relationship between poet and patron, noting the typical critique of royal flattery in poetry
about patronage (p. 92). Cf. also similar observations in Granoff’s article (1995) on biographical narratives of
poets in the Jain prabandha literature. Worthy of note is that HMK’s author was well familiar with this
literature.

'°Rao 1992: 194.
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But of course no Chauhan patron is praised or mentioned either. Whatever the case -
Chauhan patron or Tomar patron - we do have the context of a literary challenge at the court
of Virama Tomar. This remains the backdrop of HMK, together with the political challenges
of early fifteenth century Tomar Gwalior, which were shared with other newly
(re)emerging kingdoms (also of Chauhan kings) and sultanates. Moreover, since the
Chauhans and Tomars appear to have formed alliances, as I explain below, it is quite
possible that there were high-placed Chauhans present at the Tomar court, who may have
claimed descent from Hammira or his famous lineage of the Sakambhari Chauhans.

Regardless of how we understand the context of patronage, Nayacandra’s reluctance
to directly bestow glory on his patron - Tomar or Chauhan - is another sign of the
consistency of Nayacandra’s profoundly ambivalent and ambiguous voice. To bestow
unambiguous praise on real, historical characters is clearly not at the heart of
Nayacandra’s poetic project on Hammira.

Keeping this ambiguity about the context of Tomar patronage in mind, we can now
move on to the precarious political situation of early-fifteenth century Gwalior. It was a
turbulent time when Nayacandra visited - or was invited to - the Tomar court, perhaps
more ‘shaking’ than the usual political turmoil during the Delhi Sultanate period, or any
period. Somewhere around the turn to the fifteenth century the rebellious Tomar chiefs
Virasimha and Uddharana - former subordinates of the Tughlaq Sultanate - had managed
to take power in Gwalior and carved out an independent kingdom, establishing a new,
and relatively successful royal dynasty." Like several other local lords, they had taken
advantage of the political chaos in the wake of Timur’s invasion in 1398 which had given
a disruptive blow to the Tughlaq Sultanate. The preceding succession war following the
death of Firoz Shah Tughluq (r.1350-1388) had already severely damaged the Tughlaq
dynasty’s control of power. Timur’s destructive sack of Delhi seemed to have opened
opportunities for local chiefs - both Hindus and Muslims - to revolt, grasp power and
make claims to independence. When Nayacandra turned up at the Gwalior court, it was
Virama Tomar who ruled the hillfort of Gwalior. He would rule there for two decades,
from 1402 to 1423, the year in which he appears to have died in a war with the ruler of

1 See Pauwels (2020) for an insightful revisiting of the Tomar’s power grasp from multiple
perspectives - Persian chronicles and texts in Indian languages, like the later Mughal-period Gopdacalakhyana
(“Chronicle of Gwalior”), challenging earlier readings of these events and the sponsorship of texts like the
Pandavacarit of Visnudas as being expressive of a resurgence of Hindu martial identity. She discusses how
both the Pandavacarita (with humorous allusions to contemporary politics) and the later Mughal-period
Gopdcalakhyana (“Chronicle of Gwalior”) seem to obliquely criticize the status quo (p.12). This is not unlike
what seems to happen in a text like HMK, as I demonstrate in this chapter (of which an earlier, much shorter
version appeared in the same issue on Tomar Gwalior in South Asian History and Culture, edited by Heidi
Pauwels and Eva de Clercq (2020).

215



Malwa, Hoshang Shah.* Like the Tomars, he had rebelled against the Delhi Sultanate and
established an independent sultanate in 1401.

The Tomar kingdom in Gwalior was indeed just one among several regional powers
that tried to consolidate their claims to independence. The Tomar chiefs Virasimha and
Uddharana had joined forces with other chiefs from different clans, who all sought to
carve out independent kingdoms. Some attempts clearly failed. For example, according
to Yahya's Tarikh-i-Mubarak Shahi (henceforth TMS, 1434), the Chauhan chief
Abhayacandra (Abhaicand) of Chandawar, is said to have been killed during a treacherous
scheme, from which only the notorious Sumer Chauhan of Etawa managed to escape. **
The attention given to this Chauhan hero is noteworthy. He is cast as the leader of the
rebellious “infidels”, including Virama Tomar’s two predecessors Virasimha and
Uddharana, and Abhayacandra of Chandawar. In both Yahya’s TMS and Muhammad
Bihamad Khani’s Tarikh-i-Muhammadi (henceforth TM, composed 1438) the Chauhan chief
Sumer Chauhan emerges as a notorious and stubborn warrior, “the fame of whose boasted
bravery and warfare had reached far and near”, and who repeatedly refused to pay
homage and tribute to the Delhi Sultanate.* This is not unlike the lesser known Gwalior
king Virama Tomar, who is only briefly named as his ally, the rebellious chief of Gwalior
‘Bairam’ in Bihamad Khani’s TM.* Yahya’s TMS records that Sumer Chauhan of Etawa was
finally defeated and killed during a raiding campaign of 1421, in which Gwalior was also
sacked. After Sumer’s death, his son “made his submission and consented to pay tribute
and accept servitude.”

Together with the Chauhan’s historical presence in the Gwalior region - as evidenced
by the many Chauhan inscriptions -, such Tomar-Chauhan connections may have added
an extra level of pertinence to the presentation of a Chauhan poem in early Tomar
Gwalior."” Like the adjacent Chauhans of Etawah - North-East of the Gwalior region - and
the Chauhans of Chandawar - South of Gwalior -, Virama Tomar must have found himself
in a constant intrastate struggle during which he strenuously tried to consolidate the
Tomar’s claim to independence in continuously shifting alliances. We can already

2 Dvivedi 1973: 51.

3 See the description of the events in the translation of Yahya’s TMS by Basu 1977: 153-4.
Nevertheless, like the Tomars and Etawa Chauhans, the Chauhans of Chandawar later regained
independence, as they appear to have remained in power during the fifteenth century, see Sharma 1975: 24-
6 on this branch of Chauhans.

“ This is quoted from Bihamad Khani's TM (Zaki 1972: 65).

15 Zaki 1972: 84

16 Basu 1977: 198.

7 The region surrounding the Gwalior fort had been part of the Chauhan dominion in preceding
centuries, as evidenced by inscriptions about the Chauhans, including Hammira, that are found in territories
adjacent to inscriptions of the Tomars, see the numerous Chauhan inscription in Willis (1996).
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imagine the pertinence and appeal of Hammira’s story, which had become emblematic of
heroic, though unsuccessful resistance against the Sultanate’s imperial ambitions.
However, this ideal of resistance against a more powerful enemy was also potentially at
odds with a less heroic, but pragmatic vision of subservience and alliance politics.*

We don’t know much about Virama Tomar. His resistance seems to have been less
memorable than that of his Chauhan contemporary and (former?) ally, the notorious
Sumer of Etawah.” There is no poem known about him, and both inscriptional records
and the later chronicle of Gwalior have little to say about his life. One inscription during
Virama’s reign shows that by 1410 he had made claim to the status of maharajadhirdaja
“overlord”.” However, despite this title - a clear challenge to Sultanate authority -, the
actual claim to independence must have been far from stable. As mentioned above, in
response to the (re-)emergence of independent kingdoms near the turn of the fifteenth
century, the Delhi Sultanate often sought to reclaim control over lost regions by sending
punitive expeditions. These destructive raids are said to lay waste the entire country. In
the rhetoric of the chronicles, such campaigns seem to have repeatedly succeeded in
forcing the “infidels” back into submission, pay taxes and “put their heads under the yoke
of obedience.”” Under Virama Tomar’s rule Gwalior (and thus its population) had to
suffer several of such destructive attacks. Yahya’s TMS (1434) thus makes mention of four
punitive raids on Gwalior between 1402 and 1421.” We can thus surmise from Yahya’s
account that the sovereign of Gwalior repeatedly refused to pay homage and tribute to
the Sultanate, explaining the recurrent punitive raids. Important to mention is that this
has little to do with religiously inspired violence. As Heidi Pauwels explains, pertaining
to the rhetoric of both Persian and Indic language sources:

18 See for example Talbot (2012) and Busch (2012) on how this tension expresses itself in historical
poems composed during the Mughal period.

YEarlier Sumer had joined forces with Virama’s predecessor Uddharana. Muhammad Bihamad Khani
thus speaks about the raids of “Uddharan and Sumer, the arch-leaders of the infidels” (Zaki 1972: 42). This
alliance appears to have continued. Bihamad Khani thus makes explicit that “Bairam, the muqqadam of
Gwalior” helped Sumer in a failed military campaign against Muhammadabad, after which Bairam fled back
to Gwalior (Zaki 1972: 84.) Sumer, “an eminent figure of his age”, also joined the campaigns of the Sultan of
Jaunpur, see Zaki 1972: 66.

% Nayacandra’s patron Virama Tomar thus made claim to this title as seen in an inscription from 1410
(V.S.1467), inscribed on a pillar of the Ambikadevi temple, see Willis 1996: 28. The Chauhan king Ramacanda
of Chandawar too is presented as rajadhiraja in an inscription from 1449, see Sharma (1975: 25).

2'Yahya’s TMS, in translation of Basu 1977: 191. This rhetoric is very similar to the description of the
many rebellions in Bihamad Khani’s Tarikh-i-Muhammadi (TM, 1438), see p. 42-3, 50-1, 60-67, in the
translation of Zaki (1972).

2 Yahya’s TMS (Basu 1977: 192, 198).
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The pattern that emerges, is not one of religious confrontation, but rather one of neighbourly
aggression and revolt to feudal overlordship interspersed with costly tactical submission to the
central power of the time.”

It is during this troublesome period, in which Virama strenuously struggled to
consolidate the Tomar’s fresh claim to independence - and lay claim to the status of
“overlord” - that Nayacandra visited the Tomar court and created his new poem on
Hammira. Nayacandra must have been in his seventies or eighties. He thus spent most of
his life in the fourteenth century, in the political region of North India dominated by the
Tughluq dynasty. Our poet, an old but erudite monk at the time, must have been an eye-
witness to the political turmoil and many upheavals that accompanied the shift in power
balances in the late fourteenth century, leading to the (re-)emergence of new kingdoms
and sultanates in the early fifteenth century.® The Hammira legend - a story about a
warrior-king’s stubborn resistance to Sultanate rule - must have offered a fitting template
to reflect on the political situation of the time. Many of its central themes - betrayal,
shifting loyalties, rebellious chiefs revolting and seeking shelter in allied hillforts,
punitive raids, the use of deceitful stratagem as the only means to capture ‘impregnable’
hillfort kingdoms, etc. - are clearly reflected in how the Persian chronicles describe the
precarious political situation of early fifteenth century North India.

Despite the political turmoil, the Tomars of Gwalior became famous throughout the
region for managing to establish a thriving cultural center during the fifteenth and early
sixteenth century, which attracted artists, scholars, poets, musicians and religious
leaders from across the sub-continent. Fifteenth-century Gwalior clearly made its name
as a place for significant artistic projects and innovation, especially in the domain of
music, sculpture and vernacular poetry.” In its early years, however, when Nayacandra
visited to present his own innovative tragic-historical epic in Sanskrit the claim to
independence at the Tomar court must have been highly precarious. The literary
challenge Nayacandra refers to may have been less than a decade after the Tomars
grasped power. Nayacandra may not only have been “shaken into” creating his new poem
on Hammira by the “play of rashness arising from that (literary challenge)” (tad-bha-
capala-keli), but because he felt shaken by the political “games of recklessness on earth”
(bhii-capala-keli) or the games of recklessness “arising from him” (tad-bha), that is the

5 Pauwels 2020: 12.

%We know that in 1365 Nayacandra as a young disciple (muni) made the first transcript of his guru
Jayasimha Stri’s mahakavya about the Chalukya king Kumarapala, see Dvivedi 1973: 33.

% See for example Granoff (2006) on the sculptural project of the colossal Jinas adorning the rocks of
the fort; see Pollock (2006: 292, 394-6) on fifteenth-century Gwalior as a place where vernacular court poetry
in North India emerged.
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Tomar king himself.” The recklessness of kings - or the fickle nature of power - indeed
constitutes one of the most defining themes of his poem.

5.2 Dangerous allusions and delusions: the Tomars’ absence
in the Chauhan past?

Paradoxically, one indication of the Tomars’ presence in HMK lies in the striking absence
of the Tomar name. Although there were clear ties between the Chauhans and Tomars,
both in an earlier past and Nayacandra’s own present, HMK is suspiciously silent about
such connections. Nayacandra’s great poem of Hammira, although predominantly
focusing on the Chauhans’ decline between the rule of Prthviraja and Hammira (ca. 1192-
1301, though the exact dates don’t really matter), might be more about the political
problems of the present time: the troubling shift in power at the turn of fifteenth century
after Timur’s raid. This doesn’t mean, of course, that Nayacandra was not genuinely
interested in re-evaluating the Chauhan past.”

In this section [ want to briefly explore in which way Nayacandra’s present can be said
to manifest itself in the poem. In particular, I want to reflect on the striking absence of
the Tomars in Nayacandra’s version of Chauhan history. Why are the Tomars not present
in the grand scope of Nayacandra’s epic, which presents itself as a history of North India
more generally, from its mythological beginnings to the very present, covering the
Chauhan’s conflict with major dynastic clans throughout the subcontinent. Apart from
the Chauhan heroes, many heroes from other regions and clans show up in this grand
history, but not a single explicit reference to a Tomar king or warrior. Given the high
probability that Nayacandra presented his poem at the court of Virama Tomar, this
silence must have been audible.

I want to start this exploration of silence - this strikingly present absence of the
Tomars - by drawing attention to a conspicuous change in the traditional Hammira
legend. Nayacandra may have purposefully changed the traditional pretext of war

% Such long compounds typically and purposefully allow for syntactic and semantic ambiguity: tad-
bhi, can be read as “arising from that”, but the first tad can also read as an independent word signifying
“therefore”, which would make bhii acquire its primary meaning as “earth”.

7This chapter seeks to understand HMK in terms of a mirror-game with the present, and as a playful
engagement with other Hammira narratives. This doesn’t deny the possibility that Nayacandra’s re-
evaluation of the Chauhan past was motived by what Rao, Shulman, and Subrahmanyam in their study of
historical literature in South India (2001) repeatedly refer to as a historiographical impulse to present a
linear, analytical narrative, driven by concerns of factuality and causality (as on p. 61, 76, 99).
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between Alauddin and Hammira to create an allusive nod to his political present. In HMK,
the conflict does not start because of Hammira’s refusal to hand over Mongol refugees -
as in most, if not all known versions of the Hammira story - but because the new ruler of
Ranthambhor, the very proud (akharva-garvavan, 9.103) Chauhan ruler, has stopped
communicating and paying tribute (dandam). Alauddin therefore sends forth his brother
Ulugh Khan on a destructive military expedition to Ranthambhor. What follows is a brief
description of the horrifying devastations and suffering caused by the raiding in the
country (dese) (HMK, 9.105-8). To Nayacandra’s early fifteenth century readers this
change of the traditional pretext of war may sound like a re-enactment of the present-
day political situation of North India, where kings like Virama Tomar -or more famous
rebels like Sumer Chauhan - had to face several punitive raids because they stopped
paying tribute, trying (stubbornly?) to consolidate their claims to independence.

The earlier framing of Prthviraja’s story similarly starts with a description of
destructive raids and the unbearable suffering of the people (3.1-3.14 and repeated in
3.51). Although 1 identified this opening as a clear modeling on Kalidasa’s
Kumarasambhava, here too Nayacandra purposefully alludes to the present context when
mentioning how a king of Gwalior (gopacala) named Candraraja (3.2) approaches the
Chauhan king for help, as the spokesmen of the unspecified ‘kings of the west’. This is the
only mention of Gwalior in the poem. The clan name of its ruler, however, remains
conspicuously unspecified. If Nayacandra would have wanted to legitimate the Tomar’s
claim to power over Gwalior, this would have been the right moment to mention the
Tomar name. If he had done this, it would show that two centuries earlier Gwalior was
already governed by an illustrious Tomar ruler named Candraraja. But he didn’t. I have
earlier suggested that this Candraraja, the “Moon king”, who is chosen as the spokesman
of the oppressed kings, may be an oblique reference to Nayacandra himself, “whose
‘stage’ was bestowed by the city of Gwalior” (gopacala-dranga-vitirna-rangam, 3.2).%

Apart from a brief discussion by the historian H.H. Dvivedi the significance of this
character has been overlooked in previous studies about the HMK.?” Dvivedi attempts to
identify this Candraraja with the last Tomar king of Delhi named Cahadapala, who is
presented in both Persian and Indic sources as a devoted ally of Prthviraja. He goes by
many different names, usually a variant of Govindaraja (but not Candraraja!). Dvivedi
explains how he seems to have helped Prthviraja Chauhan during his campaigns more
than once and ultimately died fighting for him at the battle of Tarain against Muhammad
Ghori. However, Dvivedi doesn’t explain why Candraraja of Gwalior is not named as a
Tomar king, or why his role in this text doesn’t really correspond to the ‘historical role’
given to Prthviraja’s ally Cahadapala/Govindaraja. Moreover, the Gwalior Tomars don’t

% See my discussion of the first three verses of canto three, in chapter two.
» Dvivedi 1973: 275-6.
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seem to link themselves to the Delhi Tomars. At least not in Nayacandra’s time, to which
both the inscriptional records and HMK testify. I would therefore suggest that the
character of Candraraja of Gwalior forms part of Nayacandra’s recurrent concern to
imbue the traditional Hammtra legend with new, fictive characters. It allows him, in this
particular case, to briefly put Gwalior on the map in his narrative, while remaining
purposefully silent about who this ‘Moon king” was, who was rendering (nayantam) his
name true by gladdening the entire earth. Nayacandra “the Moon of Wisdom” (naya,
“good conduct, prudence, political wisdom, etc.”) is leaving it open for the audience to
speculate who this Candraraja may represent. The single surviving commentary,
however, didn’t give it much thought, and just states the obvious, that he was Candraraja
gopdcaliya, Candraraja of Gwalior.

Nayacandra’s silence on the Tomar name remains suspicious. It is somewhat
remarkable given the fact that the history of the Chauhans of Ajmer was intricately linked
with the Tomars of Delhi, who appear to have ruled the Delhi region as former rivals and
then subordinates of the Sakambhari Chauhans.*® Did the Tomars of Gwalior intend to
deny connections to that past or lineage? Moreover, HMK reveals a concern to ‘name
drop’ warrior heroes from other clans, showing the network of alliances (and rivalry)
with neighboring clans.” This practice is also evident in the slightly later Old-Gujarati
epic Kanhadade-prabandha, where the eponymous Chauhan hero of Jalor is repeatedly
praised as the ruler who earned the devotion of all the thirty-six Rajput clans, including
the Tomars.* Worthy of note is how it explicitly praises the fort of Jalor as having a
greater reputation than Gwalior and other formidable forts like that of Chittor.*

This practice of showing networks of alliances and emphasizing the clan’s own
superiority over their neighbors continues in later vernacular historical poems of the
Mughal period. Allison Busch has discussed this as something specific to the historical
poetry of the Mughal period, a novel characteristic that is not found in earlier historical
poetry.* HMK and Kanhadade-prabandha can therefore be seen as forerunners to this
practice, which would also become a hallmark of the cycle of poems known as
Prthvirajardso. Cynthia Talbot has discussed this as a practice of political legitimation and

%0 See for example the discussion “From Tomar to Chauhan rule in Delhi inscriptions” in Talbot (2016:
90-93). But it seems that only later - in the bardic traditions, as well as in Khadgarai’s Gopdcalakhydna and
the undated and anonymous Sanskrit work Indraprasthaprabandha -, the Delhi Tomars are linked to the
Tomars of Gwalior, see Dvivedi (1973: 261). The earliest inscriptions of the Gwalior Tomars in the fourteenth
and fifteenth century do not make this link. Likewise, the early fifteenth century HMK differs from the later
trend of establishing ancestral links with either the Chauhan dynasty or Tomars of Delhi.

31 Especially evident at the end, right before the final war, in verses 13.201-5.

32 See for example the translation of the text in Bhatnagar 1991: 75.

3 Bhatnagar 1991: 71.

3 Busch 2012: 305-6.
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community building. By inserting various heroes of other clans into Prthviraja’s life story
as devoted allies, willing to give up their lives for the famous Chauhan king and marry off
their daughters, texts like the Raso create a sense of shared history and community, which
may exert a power to mobilize new members.” Although HMK thus clearly anticipates
this later trend by inserting heroes from other clans, Nayacandra seems to deliberately
deny the Tomar name a place in Chauhan history. HMK as it were denies them a role
among the ruling warrior clans from the Delhi Sultanate period. Can we see this silence
as a subtle subversive act? Or perhaps Nayacandra is silencing the subordinate role played
by the Tomars of Delhi, whose territory seems to have been annexed by the pre-Sultanate
Chauhan empire?

Despite the silence on the Tomars, it is possible that Nayacandra did attempt to make
the ruler of Gwalior, Virama Tomar, present in the poem. There is something suspicious
about the prominent role given to Hammira’s younger brother, Virama. It may not be a
coincidence that he is the namesake of Nayacandra’s patron Virama Tomar, the king of
Gwalior who granted Nayacandra his ranga ‘stage’ or color - if my reading of verse 3.2 is
correct. I would argue that originally, before Nayacandra’s poem, the Hammira legend
had little or nothing to say about Hammira’s brothers, or at least not about a brother
called Suratrana or Virama. The memory of whether Hammira even had a younger and
older brother might have been lost. Inscriptions and genealogical lists of the Chauhan
dynasty, as the ones attached to Rajasekhara’s Prabandhakosa (1348), do not list the kings’
brothers, when they don’t make it to the throne.” I have discussed in chapter three how
Nayacandra deliberately presents Hammira as the less ideal middle brother, not for
historiographical reasons, but to create a strong intertextual resonance with the core
political problem in two foundational texts in the genre of patron-centered biography.
His elder brother called Suratrana, or “Sultan”, is clearly one of those many fictional
characters in the poem, like “Bhimasimha” and “Dharmasimha”, in the sense that they
are not part of what I would call the traditional cast. I would dare to suggest that his
younger brother Virama too is one of those fictional characters. He is ‘invented’ like
Candraraja of Gwalior, to allude to the present context, namely to the fact that

* This is the argument that runs throughout Talbot’s work on Prthvirdjardso, the main focus of her
book on Prthvirdja’s many literary trajectories (2016). Another variation of this argument is found in her
earlier work on the potentially mobilizing function of a Telugu historical kavya from Andhra Pradesh, see
Talbot 2000.

3¢ As noted earlier, referring to Talbot 2016: 90-93. This history has proved confusing for historians,
given the many contradictory sources. For example, there is confusion in the sources about a Prthviraja
Tomar of Delhi and Prthviraja Chauhan of Ajmer, who lived at the same time, see Dvivedi 1973: 266,
suggesting that they had close ancestral bonds.

%7 prthviraja’s brother Harirdja did, after which he is believed to have banished Prthvirdja’s son
Govindaraja, as I briefly discussed in chapter two.
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Nayacandra’s poem was composed within the context of a literary challenge at the
Gwalior court of a man called Virama Tomar.

[ want to suggest, with some caution, that in HMK the possibly invented character of
Virama, playing the part of Hammira’s younger brother, replaces the centrality of an
important traditional character, the warrior named Jaja. This Jaja/Jajadeva/Jajjala plays
a significant role in the Hammira legend both before and after the composition of HMK.*
This is clear from his central significance in later Hammira narratives (and the paintings
that illustrate it), and several stray verses in the early fourteenth-century metrical
treatise Prakrtapingalam.® He even features as Hammira’s chief warrior in Vidyapati’s
story, which otherwise deliberately narrows down the traditional cast of the legend.® As
far as I know, the character of Virama, however, is not found in sources predating HMK.
He also doesn’t figure in Vidyapati’s tale. In Nayacandra’s epic, by contrast, it is Virama
who functions as the leading warrior. And this seems to go at the cost of the warrior J3ja.

ToJaja only referential attention is given in the tenth canto. He then re-emerges much
later, at the end of the thirteenth canto, where he becomes some sort of caricature of the
valiant warrior. The poem turns him into a faint echo or mirror-image of Mahimasahi (or
Hammira). Thus, right after describing the ceremony where Hammira’s wives and
daughter enter the fire, the poem breaks the beautified depiction of this ritual by drawing
attention to Jaja’s ‘heroic act’. We learn that he too, like the foreigner Mahimasahi, was
sent away by the king. He appears to have been a foreigner too. In many sources he is cast
as Jaja the Gurjar. But Nayacandra at the end of his poem casts this famous man as the
only Chauhan warrior worthy of praise, for having, as they say (kila), stayed behind in the
fort to protect it for another two days after Hammira’s death (14.16). Nayacandra shows
how J3ja, like his ‘foreign’ counterpart Mahimasahi, also felt the need to prove his loyalty
or his devotion to the warrior vow. Even though sent away, Jaja quickly returns to
Hammira, “having severed the heads of his eight wives and only son” (ksiptdstastry-
ekangaja-mastakah, 13.187). As an act of devotion he proudly shows these nine heads to
Hammira, offering his own head to the Chauhan king, like in ancient times the ten-headed
Ravana worshipped Siva (13.189).

Nayacandra might be emphasizing that his poem is about what caused the complete
destruction of the warrior clan of Ranthambhor, as Hammira’s father already ominously
predicted in canto eight (kulasya sarvasya vinasa-hetuh, 8.74). There were no heirs left. The
warriors ‘heroically’ sacrificed all their children and wives. Is HMK implicitly responding
to people who claimed descent from the Chauhan warrior lineage of Ranthambhor? By

3 See Dasharatha Sharma’s discussion of this character, in Sharma 1975: 116-9.

¥ Verse 3 and 4, in the appendix to the edition of Hammirdyana (Nahata 1960: 39-40).

“ There is, for example, only one Mongol warrior and no mention is made of Alauddin’s generals
Ulugh Khan and Nusrat Khan.
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contrast, other thematically related texts, like the story of the Sonagiri Chauhans told in
Kanhadade-prabandha, or some tales in Vidyapati’s Purusapariksd thus emphasize that
warriors, before giving up their lives, should secure the line of their family.»

My point worth emphasizing here is that Jaja’s role in HMK is significantly small in
comparison to his significance in other narratives. In HMK, it is Virama, Hammira’s
younger brother, and not Jaja, who figures as the leading warrior hero. When Hammira’s
eight chief warriors are listed in the eighth canto they are announced as “Virama and the
others” (viramddya, 10.34). The names come only later in 10.38 and 10.39, with again “Sr1
Virama” announced at the beginning as the foremost ($ri-viraméndra, 10.38).” The ‘Virama
and the others’ is repeated throughout the poem. Thus, in Alauddin’s heroic proclamation
that he will completely destroy the entire Chauhan dynasty, he speaks of “the fickle
heroes, Virama and the others”, (caficala viramadya virah, 10.84) and their maddening itch
for battle (see my discussion in the previous chapter). Are such verses meant as a subtle
dig at Virama Tomar? It is nevertheless also Virama who urges Hammira to kill the traitor
Ratipala. It is also Virama who heads the warriors in the final battle:

There was only one, who went in front of his king: that gem of heroes, Virama.
He shone, as it were, like mighty Karna before the Kaurava king (Duryodhana).”

It is worth mentioning that the tragic Mahabhdrata hero Karna is in fact a Pandava, from
which the Tomars claimed descent, as asserted by Visnudas in the prologue to his
Pandavacarit (1435).* This comparison between Virama and Karna may therefore be more
than coincidental.* Virama is thus one among several other heroes in HMK vying for the
status of being the only or true (eka) gem of warriors - like Mahimasahi, or Alauddin’s
younger brother Ulugh Khan. He is also the one who out of fear for slander from the

‘1 Thus in Kanhadade-prabandha, Kanhadade feels blessed when a Brahmin assures him that “your
descendants will regain the fort”, Bhatnagar 1991: 90. In Vidyapati’s story of Jayacandra’s defeat (tale 41,
about his fatal infatuation with one of his wives) we learn how his wise minister-warrior Vidyadhara, before
rushing into his death in the final battle against Shahabuddin, first sends his son outside the fort “for the
sake of protecting the continuance of his lineage” (vamsa-sthiti-raksartham, Sanskrit quoted from edit. by Jha
1983: 228.)

2 The older Kota mss. has biramdkhyo “the one named Birama”, which may sound closer to the
vernacular pronunciation of his name, as evident from the Gwaliyari inscription of “Birammadeva” from
1405, discussed in Pollock 2006 (p.292) as of great historical significance to understand the turn to the
vernacular in North India.

% ekas tasya nrpasyagre vira-maulih sa viramah |

babhau campadhipah praudhah kauravadhipater iva ||199]|

“ See Pauwels 2020, where she points out how this claim to the Pandava lineage appears for the first
time in this text, discussing it as an attempt to claim ksatriya status (p. 10).

] owe this point to a comment from Eva de Clercq.
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people (jandpavada-bhitena viramena, 13.190) (about usurpation) grants the kingdom to
Jaja, and fearlessly joins his brother to die on the battlefield.

I suggested in the previous chapters that Nayacandra tends to expose that human drive
to achieve something that is unsurpassed, to be remembered as the ‘one’ hero,
transcending the achievements of others. The poem repeatedly links this craving to the
selfish operations of the ego, the delusional desire to be famous, while being driven by a
fear to be blamed. The above verse, which praises Virama as ‘the one’, is thus preceded
by a subtle critique saying that Hammira’s foremost warriors are “as it were supervised
by their pride” or egos, their ‘I-makers’ (ahan-karair ividhy-aksair, 9.197). 1t is the eye (aksa)
of the arrogant ‘T’ that guides them, exerting supervision (adhy-aksa).

Although HMK might contain many allusive nods to the present, identifying them
remains a rather speculative practice. Nayacandra, of course, avoids explicit allegorical
identification between the characters of his poem and the courtly elite of his own present
- Tomar or Chauhan. It was perhaps not only distasteful in kavya poetry to explicitly hold
up a mirror for the royal elite, but also dangerous. Many of the tales in the prabandha
literature thematize the dangerous role played by the poet, when reminding the king of
his royal duties.*

My point is that HMK seems to play a careful mirror-game with the present, for
example by denying the Tomars a place in the history of the Chauhans. Is this an act of
subversion? Or does it fit with the overall ‘message’ of the poem, namely that it is better
not to adhere to the foolish heroic ideals held by Chauhan kings like Prthviraja and
Hammira? Perhaps a poem about the complete destruction of the Chauhan dynasty -
leaving no heirs for succession - might implicitly legitimate the Tomars’ ascendency to
power in the Gwalior region, which was steeped in Chauhan history. Can the content of
the poem be used for legitimizing purposes, or does it subvert the visions held by the
elite? These functions can co-exist simultaneously. It also remains difficult to settle the
matter, especially since it remains unclear for whom Nayacandra is really writing. Who is
Nayacandra ‘meant to please’? Is Nayacandra really representing the court of Virama
Tomar, where the literary challenge took place, or did he come there to represent
someone else, a neighboring, allied Chauhan king?

Perhaps it is better to settle for the option that, ultimately, Nayacandra is representing
himself, the vision of a poet who attempts to bring a new poem of Hammira. The whole
playful and ambiguous framing betrays a certain boldness, showing how Nayacandra sees
himself or his poetic project on top of the court and the values or ideals held by warrior
elites, which the poem repeatedly undermines. Rather than in terms of a political critique
or praise poem - with occasional allusive nods to the present - it may be more fruitful to

16 See for example Granoff 1995 on the critical role of the medieval poet as the ethical consciousness
of society.
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understand Nayacandra’s poetic project as a playful engagement with the poetry from
other poets, not only with the Sanskrit poems of old, but with the newly flourishing
traditions of stories and poetry about historical heroes. Some heroes would stay ‘local’,
but other heroes, like Hammira of Ranthambor, would become the subject of stories and
poems that spread across North India.

5.3 Hammira the ‘good’ (sattva) becomes the ‘obstinate’
(hatha): stories of fame and blame

All those marvelous palaces,

all those gracious young women,

and that kingdom, brimming with wealth;

and all those elephants and horses.

No one has the strength to give up just one of these!

But this man left behind everything for the sake of another (pararthe)
when - alas! -he fell on the battlefield, this Hammiradeva.”

(Vidyapati’s Sanskrit story collection Purusapariksa, (15" century), v.7 in the story of the compassionate hero)
yap y p Y y p

Oh king, abandon your obstinacy (hatha) now! Wouldn’t you give just one horse to the Sultan?*

(Khem’s Old-Hindi epic Hammirayana (17t c.), canto 9, v.1145)
p Lyar,

The first quote about Hammira is the concluding verse of the second tale in Vidyapati’s
famous collection of historical anecdotes, called the “Test of Man” (Purusapariksa). In his
story, called the story of the compassionate hero (daya-vira-katha), Vidyapati distils a
near-perfect image of Hammira, presumably out of many heroic (and conflicting)
narratives that must have existed at the time. He significantly trims down Hammira’s
legendary story to establish a type, illustrating the ideal of a hero who outshines everyone
else in the virtue of compassion (dayd, karund). He was so selfless that he gave up
everything to protect another (para), the yavana (‘foreigner’) called Mahimasahi, who was

“7 te prasada nirupama-gunas tah prasannas tarunyo

rajyam tac ca dravina-bahulam te dvipas te turangah |

tyaktum yan na prabhavati janah kificid ekam pararthe

sarvam tyaktva samiti patito hanta hambiradevah || 7|| quoted from edition of Jha 1938: 20.
* hatha aba chodo ravaji, eka ghodo sahi nai deva, quoted from edition of Javaliya 1999:195.

226



indeed literally an ‘other’. He is a yavana, someone with foreign origins, just like
Hammira’s enemy Alauddin is cast as a yavana. Because Hammiradeva knew well that he
was doing something against the rules of niti “good governance”, he decided to fight him
alone, not wanting his soldiers, citizens or wives to die because of his decision. However,
Vidyapati has Hammira’s ministers explicitly say that Hammira is completely free from
blame (vindparadham), because his actions are driven by compassion. The people around
him were in fact so moved by Hammira’s selflessness that everyone - his soldiers, the
Mongol himself, and his women - decided to give up their lives for the compassionate
hero Hammiradeva.

The gist of Vidyapati’s tale seems radically opposed to the characterization of
Hammira Nayacandra’s full-fledged epic rendering of his legend, which was roughly
contemporaneous with the composition of Vidyapati’s story collection. It is also radically
different from the ‘gist’ in later Old-Hindi epics, which turn Hammira into the ‘obstinate
hero’. In the second quote above, from a seventeenth century epic, Hammira is explicitly
critiqued by his ministers for his obstinacy (hatha). He was not willing to give up even one
horse to save his kingdom. It is the more ambiguous heroic ‘quality’ of obstinacy, rather
than compassion, that caused the massacre at Ranthambhor.

How to explain this difference in perspectives on the significance of Hammira’s
tragedy? What is the overall appeal of Hammira’s story? Hammira came to be associated
with - or indeed exemplify - different, and seemingly opposing qualities. The story of his
heroic resistance - or tragic defeat - must have signified something different for different
people. In the first century after his death Hammira seems to have predominantly
enjoyed the positive status of being the ‘good’ or courageous (sattva), who defied the rules
of policy (niti) in order to protect an “other”, the Mongol Mahimasahi and several other
Mongols and their families. This corresponds with what is ‘said’ in the genealogical list of
the Chauhans, attached as an appendix to several manuscripts of Rajasekhara’s
Prabandhakosa (1348, Delhi). It adds to the date of the last ruler Hammira, who was killed
in battle in V.S.1358 (1301 CE), that this king was endowed with sattva (prabhuh sattva-
van).» Half a century after his death Hammira was thus remembered as a courageous or
virtuous ruler, unlike, for example his earlier - and equally famous predecessor -
Visaladeva (Vigraharaja) who is described as stri-lampatah, a “woman-addict”.® When
HMK’s prologue thus ‘quotes’ the way tradition (kila) speaks about Hammira’s
extraordinary quality of ‘goodness’ (sattva in 1.8 and 1.9), it looks like Nayacandra
deliberately took up this idea as the starting point of his epic. It is also in accordance with
this positive remembrance of Hammira in the fifteenth century, that an author like
Vidyapati thus chose to cast Hammira as an icon of compassion. He gives him the

19 Jinavijaya 1935: appendix two, 134.
%0 ibid. 133.
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prominent position as the second hero of his story collection, following the legend of king
Vikramaditya. The latter hero typically heads the story collections about historical
heroes, as in the prabandha literature. This is also reflected in a Mughal-period Old-Hindi
historical epic by Amrit rai, the Mancarit raso (1585), in an episode lamenting the death of
legendary heroes. We first learn about the loss of king Vikramaditya, and then about
other famous heroes like Bhoja of Dhar. Bold Hammira (hathi hamvira) and his devoted
warrior Jaja are also mentioned as exemplary figures who are now gone.*

We see that the story of Hammira ‘the good’, the sattvic, clearly underwent significant
changes from the fifteenth century onwards. In subsequent centuries we see that the
more ambiguous epithet ‘bold’ or ‘obstinate’ hatha came stick to his name. In the later
cycle of ‘Hammirahatha’ poems (and the paintings illustrating the story) Hammira would
come to exemplify the recalcitrance of a courageous, but excessively stubborn and proud
hero, unwilling to break his vow or indeed change his mind. In the process he seems to
drag everyone along in a tragic, futile war that no one really seems to have wanted. A
similar image already emerges in Nayacandra’s HMK, which plays a clear ‘balance game’
with the arguably prevalent idea of Hammira’s exemplary ‘goodness’ or courageousness
(sattva).

Of course, both the story of Hammira ‘the good’ (sattva) and ‘the obstinate’ (hatha) go
back to the same core story or history, which clearly reflects - and naturally also distorts
-a set of memorable events that actually took place around 1301, the year Alauddin
managed to conquer the fort of Ranthambhor after a long siege.

Because it is central to the argument of this chapter that there is a traditional heroic
core to Hammira’s story - which Nayacandra’s HMK radically alters, inverts and, arguably,
subverts - this section elaborates on the core elements constituting the ‘traditional story’,
as it must have been told in Nayacandra’s time. I don’t claim that there is such thing as
one original story, from which later authors deviate, and which we can reconstruct
through comparison between older and newer versions. Rather, I want to identify core
elements that make up each story, while highlighting that there is a more or less fixed
sequence. I will make some comparative remarks to show how authors play with these
elements: they can be downplayed, silenced, aggrandized, displaced, disguised as
something else, inverted, subverted, etc.

It can be useful to understand these as conscious literary strategies, carefully crafted
by poets or story tellers who seek to bring their own, novel version. In other words,
complex literary narratives do not just ‘reflect’ how a particular king is remembered at a
given time, but they literally play with historical memories - and perhaps effectively

* The episode is discussed in Busch 2012: 312, as part of several “passages of deep cynicism about
contemporary politics [which] mitigate, and complicate, the fulsome expression of royal glory that is
otherwise the expected focus of texts in the carita or “biography” genre” (p.311).
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make use of their fuzzy, contradictory nature. The audience thus expects a familiar set of
narrative elements - corresponding with how they remember Hammira’s story - and a
‘traditional cast’ making up the traditional Hammira story: the Mongols taking refuge in
Ranthambhor, Hammira’s heroic vow, the Sultanate’s envoy offering conditions for a
truce, the treason of Hammira’s two generals Ranamalla and Rayapala (their names
differ), the extraordinary military skill of Alauddin’s brother-general Ulugh Khan and the
death of his general Nusrat Khan, the danger of a famine in the Chauhan fort, the
collective self-immolation (jauhar) of the women, Hammira’s self-decapitation, etc. But
depending on the author’s vision these elements can be treated differently, their order
changed, or ‘traditional’ significance altered, sometimes radically, as I hope to
demonstrate in this chapter.

Most of the available literary sources (in both Persian and Indic language) before and
roughly contemporaneous with HMK represent Hammira as an exceptional historical
figure, whose heroic resistance was, more or less, worthy of admiration. Indeed,
Hammira’s resistance appears to have been more memorable during the fourteenth
century than the struggles of other kings who were defeated by Alauddin. For example,
in the Nabhinandana-jinoddhara-prabandha (1333) of the Jain writer Kakka Siri the
defeated Hammira of Ranthambhor emerges as the only “proud and brave” ruler in a
series of verses enumerating Alauddin’s successful military campaigns (1297-1313). =
Others fled or bent their heads in submission. Interestingly, from the fifteenth century
onwards epic poems start to emerge about these other rulers, who seem to retell the story
of these ‘forgotten heroes’ by modelling their story along the lines of the Hammira’s
legend.”

In what follows, I give a condensed outline of the Hammira narrative, based on the
shared elements of the earliest extant versions (14™-15" centuries) which treat
Hammira’s story at some length. In chronological order, we have Amir Khusrau’s Khaza'in
al-Futith (c.1311-12), Abdul Malik Isami’s Futuh-us-Salatin (c. 1350), Nayacandra’s Hammira-
mahakavya (c. 1402-1423), Vidyapati’s Purusapariksa (c. 1412-1416) and Bhandau Vyasa’s
Hammirayana (c. 1481).”

52See Sharma 1956: 96.

5 I return to this point in the conclusion of this dissertation.

5t For the Persian texts I have consulted translations of the text, for Amir Khusrau’s Khaza'in al-Futith
the translation of Muhammad Habib (1931), and for Isami’s Futuh-us-Salatin the translation by Agha Mahdi
Husain (1977). T thank Christopher Diamond for sharing his unpublished paper “Pragmatics and Ideals:
Masculine-Warrior Ethics & Memory in three tales of the Hammira narrative”, based on two conference talks
on Hammira (one at Washington University, Seattle, 14-15 September 2017, and the next year at the 25%
European Conference on South Asian studies (ECSAS), Paris, 24-27 July). It includes a more detailed
comparison and contextualization of the narratives of Isami, Vidyapati and Bhandau Vyasa.
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The Hammira story always revolves around several Mongol warriors (their number
varies from one to four) who had fled from Alauddin’s service to seek shelter in the
Chauhan kingdom. They appear to have revolted against Alauddin’s brother and general
Ulugh Khan on returning from a military campaign in Gujarat (1299). Both Ulugh Khan
and the Mongols, especially one named Mahimasahi (<sMuhammad Shah), play a major
role in all the Hammira narratives. The reason for the Mongols’ flight to Ranthambhor
forms an important axis of tension, and differs in several narratives.” Vidyapati, for
example, is deliberately silent about which crime they committed against Alauddin.
Whatever the reason, Hammira heroically vows to protect these Mongols - traitors or not
- at all costs. The Mongols’ refuge at Hammira’s kingdom is typically presented at the
outset of each narrative. This is also how HMK ‘quotes’ the gist of his story in the
ambiguous question of his prologue (1.9). However, in the actualized narrative itself, the
significance of this context is radically altered and inverted, as I show in the next section.

Important to remember is that the Mongols’ flight to Ranthambhor and Hammira’s
vow to protect them forms the traditional casus belli, the pretext of Alauddin’s long siege
against Ranthambhor. It is connected to another central episode in which Ulugh Khan,
through an envoy (called Molhana in most narratives), requests Hammira to hand over
the Mongol traitors.”» The proud Hammira, of course, refuses to break his vow of
protection. Let me quote an extract from this message from Isami’s Persian text, the
earliest extant narrative rendering of this crucial episode:*’

‘O protector of rais of India! You are one of our friends. Why are you abandoning your friendship
for the emperor? I am told that two of my enemies - Qamizi Muhammad and Kabhu - who are
really traitors and mischief-mongers and have dug me in the ribs - have crept into your dominions

% Interestingly, both HMK (10.21) and Yahya’s TMS (Basu 1932: 75) link it to their unwillingness to
hand over the loot. The later Old-Hindi texts create a story about Mahimasahi’s illicit love making with one
of Alauddin’s favorite courtesans, while the Sultan was out on a hunting expedition. Out of fear for what the
Sultan would do to him, Mahimasahi fled to the kingdom of Hammira. As for these later versions, I'm mostly
familiar with the story of Khem’s Old-Hindi epic Hammirdyana (17%" c.), which is edited by Javaliya 1999, with
Hindi translation, and the story depicted in the painting series of the Punjab hills, discussed in Shastri 1976.

5 Including HMK and all the later vernacular epics. The fact that it occurs in Isami’s text which
predates HMK more than half a century, shows that already from early on Hammira’s story centered on his
heroic vow to protect the Mongol refugees/traitors.

57 Amir Khusrau’s Khazd'in al-Futih (c.1311-12) does not contain this episode. Although it contains
probably the earliest written account of Hammira’s story, it doesn’t dramatize the events in the way later
narratives do, avoiding, for example, the use of real dialogues as in Isami’s text. It also lacks the episode of
Hammira’s heroic vow. But the basic narrative elements are present: the treacherous Mongols taking shelter
in Ranthambhor, Alauddin’s encircling of the fort leading to a famine, and the jauhar in the fort preceding
the final battle, perhaps the first recorded in history, becoming a trope in later Rajput literature, as explained
in Bednar 2007: 58.
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and are still with you. They grew to a stature under my protection but have betrayed me. How can
they be of any use to you when they have been treacherous to me? You should kill them if you are
a friend of ours, since friendship and enmity are incompatible. Should you fail to comply with my
request, you will have to be ready for war.””®

Although no specific reason is given for what the Mongols have done, the passage hints
at an important problem in the Hammira legend: is it really the right thing to put the
whole kingdom at risk to give shelter to some mischievous traitors? Hammira’s ministers
also point out this problem to the king:

You are aware that it is dangerous to be on bad terms with the Turks, since the world today is
under their rule. If you desire security for your dynasty and family, do your utmost not to be hostile to
the Turks. You had better surrender those two tyrants who have betrayed their own benefactor.
An advice other than this, Your Highness, would be mischievous and disastrous.*

Note how like in HMK, Isami raises the problem of dynastic continuation. In both texts
Hammira is advised not to make a conflict with the more powerful Turks. And both texts
highlight how Hammira, as a true ksatriya, deems the observance of his vow and
reputation of his name more important than securing the continuation of the Chauhan
line and the protection of his kingdom. This is how Isami lets Hammira speak:

“This counsel is not worthy of acceptance. Those who have come seeking shelter under me are
secure even against the outrages of the sky. I shall continue to protect my refugees to the last
ounce of blood in my veins, even if the Turks from all parts of the world join hands in attacking
me. Should I betray weakness and surrender my refugees into the hands of the enemy, I would be disgraced
through the ages and my name held in bad repute.”*

It is this persistent adherence to his vow that gained him the epithet of hatha, bold or
stubborn Hammira.* Worthy of attention is how in Isami’s version, just like in
Nayacandra’s poem, Hammira’s response seems almost motivated by a ‘fear’ to be
regarded as weak and become blamed by future generations. Like in HMK, the Chauhan
king is somehow faced with a dilemma between the pursuit of fame or fortune. Even
though it is not really a dilemma for the ‘obstinate’ king himself, it does form an

%8 Quoted from translation by Husain 1977: 446.

% Ibid. Emphasis added.

% Jbid. Emphasis added.

¢ As noted earlier. It is also, for example, the title given to two late vernacular Hammira epics - a
Hammira-hatha by Candrasekhara (1846) and by Gvala (1827) - and a beautiful series of miniature paintings
of the Kangra school, which are said to form the inspiration of these poems, see the discussion of these
paintings and the story of ‘Hammira’s obstinacy’ in Shastri (1976), which includes a comparison with
Nayacandra’s HMK.
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important axis of tension in the Hammira legend. This can also be seen in the later
Hammirayana of Bhandau Vyasa (1481). Here, Hammira responds to the request of Ulugh
Khan’s envoy that he prefers fame (kirati, Skt. kirti) to Fortune (lachi, Skt. laksmi) - the
king’s symbolic wife, who normally represents his most important royal duty: securing
the well-fare of the kingdom.®

It is not unlikely that many later authors of Hammira poems, and related texts, were
familiar with Nayacandra’s epic, as I intend to explain later. In any case, of importance
for the point of this section is this: in all Hammira narratives the conflict between
Alauddin and Hammira unfolds because of the Chauhan king’s legendary rejection to
hand over the Mongols. Eventually, this leads to a long war which takes the lives of
thousands of people on both sides, including the death of Alauddin’s foremost general
Nusrat Khan. The Sultanate’s camp in the end manages to encircle the fort, a strategy
meant to exhaust the provisions in the fort and starve the inhabitants to despair. Even
though he is facing certain defeat, bold Hammira decides not to surrender. He chooses to
put up one last and fatal military confrontation and orders the women of the fort to
commiit jauhar, the practice of collective self-immolation their before their husbands rush
into the battlefield to face certain defeat.® In the final battle Hammira performs the
extraordinary feat of cutting off his own head and sacrifices it to Siva, after which he
attains heaven.

This topic of jauhar provides an important axis of tension. Do the women choose such
fate themselves (as in Vidyapti’s story), or are they ordered to kill themselves to preserve
the honor of their husbands (as in Nayacandra’s and Isami’s version)? Moreover, what if,
in the end - at least in the retrospective vision of a writer - it turns out that the Chauhan
defeat may not have been that certain, as in HMK? This kind of tragic irony is at the heart
of one of the later Hammirahatha poems and painting series, which are discussed in an
article by Hiranand Shastri.# He explains how the Chauhan camp ends up winning the
final battle. Rejoicing in victory, the proud and boastful Hammira orders his men to raise
the banners of the defeated enemy, as if to humiliate them. Unfortunately, the women,
looking down on the battlefield from the Ranthambhor fort, misinterpret this signal.
Seeing the banners from the enemy, they wrongly think Hammira lost the battle. When

62 “I prefer Fame, Molha (name of the envoy), you take Fortune” (kirati molha! variji maim, lachit tum le
jaha, Hammirdyana v.153, briefly discussed by Sharma in Nahata 1960: 55 and 60.

83 Bednar (2007) has explained this as an inversion of the act of sati, the self-immolation of women on
the funeral pyre after the death of their husbands, discussing jauhar as an act of heroic self-sacrifice,
mirroring the feats of their husbands, and integral to the emerging warrior-ethos of Rajputs.

¢4 Shastri (1976), who discusses a version of Candra$ekhara’s Hammirahatha, illustrating a series of
court paintings, titled Hamir-hath-saka, which Shastri aptly chose to translate as “The suicide caused by the
obstinacy of Hamir” (1976: 25), where saka (suicide) refers to both the practice of collective immolation of
the woman (jauhar) and the male warrior’s rushing into battle in the face of certain defeat.
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Hammira proudly returns to the fort as victor, he sees that the women have committed
Jjauhar. Not able to bear this painful twist of fate, he decides to sever his own head. The
whole massacre at Ranthambhor becomes extremely and almost comically futile. It is
worth mentioning that this plot twist is strikingly similar to Nayacandra’s story of the
death of ‘Bhimasimha’ (in canto nine), Hammira’s valorous and rash general.® In this
scene the Chauhan soldiers, ordered by ‘Lion Bhima’, literally signal their own defeat by
sounding the drums looted from the enemy, making the dispersed enemy come back and
kill Bhimasimha and his army.

A final important element in the Hammira legend is that the Mongol refugees decide
to fight along their protector and new lord. They therefore disprove the accusation of
their worthless unloyalty. The Neo-Muslim Mongol ‘other’ thus becomes the loyal
devotee of Hammira; he is even cast as the supreme ksatriya in HMK. The Hammira legend
is clearly deeply concerned with the confrontation with the ethnic and cultural ‘other’,
not only through the theme of the Mongols becoming ‘Rajput’, but also because of
Hammira’s stubborn refusal to marry off his daughter to the Sultan. Hammira both
embraces the cultural ‘other’, while also refusing the possibility of a political alliance with
the cultural other. It is not possible for Hammira to negotiate marriage politics with the
Sultan, one of the major strategies to expand power/show subservience. But it is also an
important means to establish peaceful relations between neighbouring centres of power,
and thus prevent a lot of suffering. Obstinacy, in such matters, may not be the right
choice.”

Of course, this sketch of the Hammira story (and its thematic angles and tensions)
doesn’t do justice to the many important details and differences making up the specificity

¢ 1 discussed his story briefly in the previous chapter, in the section about his intelligent counterpart
‘Dharmasimha’.

% There seems to be a variation of this episode too in the Persian Chronicler’s Fersishta’s (1560-1620)
Tarikh-i-Firishta, where Ulugh Khan’s confrontation with a certain “Bheem Dew, Raja of Runtunbhore” is said
to precede the war with Hammira, see the translation of Briggs 1829: 328-329.

¢ This becomes the major theme in Kanhadade-prabandha (1455), which seems to invert the problem
of the Hammira legend. In this epic, it is the Sultan who offers her daughter to become the wife of
Kanhadade’s son Viramde, who stubbornly refuses to marry the daughter of a Turk. The envoy named
Golhana - possibly a nod to the Molhana of the Hammira legend - feels insulted. (The extracts below are
quoted from the translation by Bhatnagar 1991: 58. We immediately learn after Viramde’s rejection that “[t]o
the envoy, Virama’s words apparently made little sense. (...) How confused and impractical they were! (...)
Now Chauhana is clinging to his honour and prestige however much the Sultan might do favour to him.”
“He felt shamed and humiliated that the Sultan’s offer and his advice had been spurned so bluntly.” When
telling the Sultan about his vain efforts, he concludes that the “Chauhana is very hostile and very proud,
indeed.”
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of each narrative.® One of the points I want to emphasize with the above outline is that
both Persian, Sanskrit and Old-Hindi literary sources present Hammira’s heroic vow to
protect the Mongol refugees not only as the pretext of the war, but as the heroic core of
Hammira’s legend. Even Isami’s account presents Hammira’s decision rather
sympathetically, as a foolish though heroic act.® In nearly all Hammira-narratives this is
very explicitly presented as the cause (nimitta) of the conflict.” HMK also quotes this both
in the beginning and end of his poem as the cause of his downfall, but puts this in the
mouth of what others said (1.9, 14.17, which explicitly mentions this as the traditional
cause nimittam). But in HMK this ‘cause’ is given an entirely different place and meaning
in the narrative sequence of Hammira’s tale. Nayacandra, as I try to demonstrate below,
inverts the traditional significance of his vow of protection as an act of heroism. In
addition to this central episode surrounding the ‘cause’ of the conflict, the Hammira
legend is deeply concerned with the possibility of meaningful relationships between the
ethnic and cultural ‘other.” Vidyapati thus turns Hammira into the exemplary hero of
compassion (dayd-vira) who gave up everything for the sake of another, a yavana, like
Alauddin himself.

It seems reasonable to assume that various other oral and written versions existed
prior to the composition of HMK, which must have varied in length and language, and
endorsed the centrality of Hammira’s unwavering adherence to his heroic vows. There
are seven Apabhramsa stanzas on Hammira in the metrical handbook Prakrtapingalam (ca.
1315), which are often said to be from a lost Hammira-rdsa.” These poems, together with a

% To make sense of each narrative as an object in its own right it is worth exploring the socio-political
and literary context of each narrative into depth and not fall into the trap of over-generalization in which
each Hammira narrative becomes the expression of the heroic tastes and political concerns of an elite
warrior ethos.

% Moreover, he explicitly says how “the brave Hindu Rai Hammir [ ] by his wisdom [ ] frustrated all
the plans devised by the Turks.”(translation quoted from Husain (1977: 449). This point is also made in
Diamond’s unpublished “Pragmatics and Ideals”.

™ Thus, in Purusapariksd Hammira’s courtiers remind him that “this (conflict) has indeed started
because you gave him protection” (tad-raksa-nimittaka evayam arabdho, Tha 1983: 18).

' The existence of this work is a debatable point. It is usually ascribed to Hammira’s supposed bard
Sarngadhara, who is in fact only known as the compiler of a Sanskrit anthology called Sarngadhara-paddhati
(c.1363), about which more in the fourth section. The identification of Sarnigadhara as Hammira’s bard is
probably first made by Colonel James Tod in his Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (Vol 1, 1832: 452), where
he says that he has translated two works of Sarngadhara with the help of his Jain guru, a “Hamir R4s4” and
a “Hamir Cavy4”, and also briefly discussed in the preface to HMK’s first edition (Kirtane 1879: i). Scholars
might have taken over Tod’s idea of Sarngadhara as Hammira’s bard and ascribed the Apabhramsa verses of
Hammira in Prakrtapingalam to his hand. I leave it in the middle whether they are just stray verses or from a
now lost Hamir-rdsa, the latter option being suggested in the preface to the edition of the Prakrtapingalam
(Vyas 1959: iv). The verses on Hammira from Prakrtapirigalam are added as appendix (1) to the edition of
Hammirayana (Nahata 1960: 38-43), accompanied with Hindi translation. See Ollett (2017: 186-7) for a
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few Sanskrit verses on Hammira preserved in the Sanskrit anthology Sarngadhara-
paddhati (1363), and Hammira’s story as narrated by Isami (1350), provide only a glimpse
of an emerging ‘Hammira tradition’ in Nayacandra’s time. They explain why Nayacandra
at the end of his poem refers to the emergence of a wide-spread tradition of poems (kavya-
paramparam, 14.1) composed by “learned men” (budhds) who praised Hammira’s
exceptional character and lamented his tragic death.”

These poems may have just been ‘floating verses’, in the sense that they are not
necessarily taken from a larger epic, similar to HMK. Even though there may have been
fully-fledged literary renderings of Hammira’s story into an epic before the composition
of HMK, the fact remains that Nayacandra’s epic is the earliest extant Hammira epic. It is
possible therefore, that HMK was the first ‘serious’ literary reworking of Hammira’s story.
And if there were epic poems of Hammira before HMK, then we could say that, up till now
at least, Nayacandra’s new poem of king Hammira managed to successfully over-shadow
their existence. Nevertheless, even though Nayacandra’s HMK is the earliest extant epic
rendering of the Hammira story, I believe it is possible to grasp the poem’s playful
engagement with a ‘traditional story’. Whether it already existed in an epic, written
version, or only in an oral tradition, doesn’t really matter in this regard.

[ want to address one final point about the many different Hammira stories before
discussing how Nayacandra seems to invert the traditional heroic core about the Chauhan
king’s legendary heroic vow. Despite the dominantly sympathetic presentation of
Hammira in Nayacandra’s time, the story material must have often left room for critical
response and ambivalence. Questions of blame on part of Hammira’s heroic decision seem
implicit in each extant version; they are unavoidable, even in Vidyapati’s highly
condensed and sympathetic story.” Regardless of the heroic characterization of

discussion of Prakrtapingalam’s language as Avahattha, also noting the verses about Hammira, and pointing
to the significance of this work for our understanding of the emergence of vernacular literature.

721 elaborate on this point in the fourth section.

3 The ambivalence surrounding Hammira’s character is also noted in Talbot’s (2012) discussion of
Sirjana-carita (c. 1590) where, conspicuously, in opposition to an earlier praiseworthy description of the
Chauhan king, “Hammira’s fate is cited as an example of one to avoid” (p. 347). In the case of Purusapariksd,
its author Vidyapati tries so hard to create an ideal image of Hammira and silence the topic of blame that
one cannot but see through his strategies - perhaps intentionally. For example (Sanskrit quotations are from
Jha’s edition 1983), he is conspicuously silent about the Mongols’ treason, a problem that is raised two times,
but never made explicit. We know that there is “some reason” (kendpi nimittena) for Alauddin’s anger and
that Mahimasahi has been an offender (apathya-kdrinam), but Mahimasahi himself purposefully silences the
fact that he betrayed his former lord when he tells (or lies to) Hammira that there was no offence
(vindparadham). In the same vain, his courtiers have to explicitly tell Hammira that their lord is without
offence (nir-aparadho) for having caused the conflict by his heroic vow of protection. Interestingly, Vidyapati
also emphasizes that the women themselves chose to immolate themselves, unlike the narratives of Isami,
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Hammira, his tragic story demands reflection on whether the Chauhan king’s heroism is
(really) worthy of admiration or emulation. Is it really justified to give up the entire
kingdom by protecting traitors? To which extent does the hero’s desire for fame - or fear
of shame, as implied in both Isami’s and Nayacandra’s text - legitimate sacrificing the
entire kingdom and make an end to the dynastic line? As I explained in the previous
chapter, a tragic story like that of Hammira evokes questions on causality -the reason of
defeat (vindsa-hetu)” - in relation to personal responsibility and the (in)evitability of the
events leading to the massacre at Ranthambhor: who or what is to blame? How do tragic
heroes fulfill or confront their fates? In this chapter I hope to show that HMK also reveals
a concern with a meta-reflection on the ‘fate’ of historical heroes in general, and how
they tend to generate a wealth of conflicting or competing stories and memories. When
new perspectives or added, or older ones changed or inverted, a story of fame can easily
turn into blame, and vice versa.

5.4 Inverting the heroic core: Bhojadeva becomes
Mahimasahi

I highlighted in the second section of this chapter that - somewhat conspicuously -
Nayacandra’s version of the Hammira legend starts with the Chauhan king’s refusal to
pay tribute to the Sultanate. I suggested that this change of the pretext of war may have
been meant as an allusion to Nayacandra’s political present. But what happens to the
traditional pretext of war which is what the Hammira legend was all about? To my
knowledge, in all Hammira narratives preceding and following HMK, the pretext of war
and thematic core revolves around the Chauhan king’s altruistic vow to protect a few
Mongol refugees who had fled from Alauddin’s service. But this is not the case in
Nayacandra’s HMK. So what happens to this central element? How does the heroic core
fit into Nayacandra’s deeply tragic, and subversive vision on the last Chauhan ruler?

[ want to suggest that Hammtra’s heroic vow of protecting the Mongols is not central to
Nayacandra’s vision of Hammira’s story. Indeed, we have to ‘wait’ ten cantos before
hearing something about the Mongols in Hammira’s kingdom. And when this happens

Nayacandra, and Bhandau Vyasa, which make rather explicit that the women are given no choice. It clearly
shows that there might have been different opinions surrounding the heroic value of jauhar.

7 This concern is repeatedly made explicit in verses referring to the “cause of destruction” of the clan
or kingdom, as, for example, in in 8.74 (kulasya sarvasya vinasa-hetuh), 8.94 (rajya-saudhasya vinasa-hetuh) and
10.28 (tadrajyasya vindsa-hetur).
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the conflict between Alauddin and Hammira has already started. Importantly, the war
thus did not start because of Hammira’s heroic vow to protect the Mongols at all costs, but
because of a misplaced vow of silence (muni-vratam), which ironically signals the Chauhan
king’s problem with communication (see my discussion in the previous chapter). This
‘vow of silence’ eventually builds up to the seminal scene about Hammira’s mistreatment
of his wise ministers, Dharmasimha, and his half-brother Bhojadeva. The latter, out of
pride or self-respect, feels forced to avenge the inflicted injustice. Bhojadeva thus goes
over to Alauddin’s side, becoming his refugee as it were. It looks like the whole ninth
canto, starting with Hammira’s vow of silence and ending with Bhoja’s flight to the
Sultanate replaces or indeed inverts the traditional story about Hammira’s vow to protect
the Mongol Mahimasahi. Quite curiously we thus never directly hear about the Mongols
taking refuge in the kingdom of Hammira, and the Chauhan king’s decision to give them
shelter. The audience has to presume this already took place sometime before (perhaps
indeed in other Hammira narratives). In other words, the central and seminal episode of
the Hammira legend - in which the Chauhan king is able to show his heroic altruism after
the Mongols’ flight to Ranthambhor - does not take place in HMK. We do hear about
Hammira’s heroic vow in the eleventh canto. But when we reach this point in the
narrative, his selfless image has already suffered severe damage.

The Mongols are first introduced in the poem ‘in passing’. Interestingly, it is
Mahimasahi’s counterpart the ‘refugee’ Bhoja who brings up the topic when he tells his
new lord Alauddin about the fact that the Mongols are serving Hammira. This happens in
Bhoja’s long response to a question from Alauddin, who asked how Hammira can be
defeated. We have seen in the previous chapter how Bhoja first describes Hammira in the
panegyric mode as the most virtuous and awakened ruler alive, before breaking the
eulogistic tone and subtly revealing Hammira’s ‘blind spot’ (10.28-30). It is in ‘praising’
Hammira that Bhoja mentions how even the Mongols serve him:

Those who uprooted the pride of your brother

who held his mind firm when asking for the looted wealth...

Those who with their bursting warriorhood were unafraid

to consider you not even the worth of a straw...

Even Mahimasahi and those other northern men serve him!

How then is it possible to conquer the illustrious hero Hammira on the battlefield
in mere play?”

7> tvad-bhratur luntitirtharthana-nibida-mater manam unmilayanto
nihsankam menire tvam sphuta-subhatataya ye trnayapi ndiva |
audicyas te ‘pi sevam vidadhati mahimasahi-mukhya yadiyam

sa §ri-hammira-virah samara-bhuvi katham jiyate lilayaiva ||21]|
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As the representation of the Mongols in the Persian accounts of Alauddin’s conquest,
Mahimasahi and the others are introduced for the first time in HMK as traitors.” Of
course, the ostensible emphasis of this verse is that Mahimasahi and the other Mongols
are fearless warriors serving Hammira. How can he then be defeated? But unlike
Vidyapati’s story for example, Nayacandra deliberately chooses not to be silent about the
fact that these Mongols had rebelled against their former lord, Ulugh Khan and his
brother the sultan Alauddin. Bhoja also explains the reason for their treason: they refused
to hand over the loot. This element resonates with the poem’s repeated emphasis on the
problem of greed, as a driving force for human action.” It is somewhat ironic therefore
that later in this canto the Mongols accuse the formerly described “pure-minded Bhoja”
(Suddha-dhih, 9.176) as being “ungrateful Bhojadeva” (bhojadevah krta-ghno, 10.65), even
though the reader learned that Bhoja became the victim of Hammira’s greed and
misplaced insults.

The role of the unfortunate Bhoja is clearly being played out against the traditional
role of the Mongol Mahimasahi. It is the Mongols who request Hammira to punish
‘ungrateful’ Bhoja. They blame him for making the hero’s vow (vira-vratam) appear as
dissolved, for he is enjoying his new residence in a town called Jagara (10.65). This town
was earlier described as belonging to the lord of the Mongols (mudgalesa-nagarim, 10.10).
This is an important detail to understand how Nayacandra is building up to a reversal of
the traditional story line. By making Alauddin grant Bhoja the city of the Mongols,
Nayacandra is clearly suggesting that the wise ‘refugee’ Bhoja - from whom everything
was taken by Hammira/Dharmasimha - is taking the place, quite literally, of the virile
refugee Mahimasahi in the traditional story. It is also the Mongols who destroy Bhoja’s
new residence at their city of Jagara and capture his family. And this happened at
Hammira’s command, which was “like Lady Victory’s spell of delusion” (jaya-sriyo
mohana-mantravat, 10.68).

It is this punishment of the ill-fated Bhojadeva that moves the canto to its conclusion
and towards another interesting reversal of story lines. Bhoja manages to escape from the
massacre and expresses his deep grief and frustration to Alauddin. Bhoja’s laments
instigate the Delhi Sultan to proclaim a long heroic speech, in which he promises to
destroy “the complete Chauhan clan” (nikhile sricahamane kule, 10.87.). With the Mongols’
request to punish Bhoja, the earlier conflict over paying tribute has thus transformed into
Alauddin’s heroic resolve to destroy the arrogant ruler of the Chauhan kingdom. As I

76 See Bednar 2017 for a study of Mahimasahi in Persian accounts and HMK. He does miss this first
reference to Mahimasahi in HMK, and how it thus corresponds with the Persian accounts.

77 As discussed in the previous chapters, it is the reward of plunder that attracts warriors to the
battlefield, and it is the greed for the apsaras that makes them averse to life. It is also a blinding greed that
made Hammira unjustly take away everything from Bhoja and the other citizens.
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explained in the previous chapter it is Bhoja’s fate that awakens the lion Alauddin from
his sleep.

And still we haven’t heard of Hammira’s own heroic vow to protect the Mongols who
fled from Alauddin’s service. Instead we are given the story of how the foolish Hammira
causes his virtuous half-brother Bhoja to flee his service and take residence in the city of
the Mongols, granted by Alauddin. Whereas most Hammira narratives start with the
episode of Hammira’s vow to the virile refugee Mahimasahi, in HMK the first two cantos
about Hammira’s rule culminate in the heroic vow of the antagonist Alauddin, promising
Hammira’s mistreated half-brother Bhoja to destroy the Chauhan dynasty. A clear
reversal has taken place. Nayacandra emphasizes the importance of Bhoja’s story in his
version of the Hammira legend by having Bhoja proclaim that what happened to him, will
never go to oblivion (10.74), even after his death. As noted earlier, there is some truth in
this. Interestingly indeed, Bhoja - perhaps Nayacacandra’s Bhoja - seems to recur in the
later vernacular epic Kanhadade-prabandha, where he is presented as the renowned and
loyal warrior who died fighting while serving Alauddin against the ruler of Siwana.”

After Bhoja’s reversive role finishes with the end of the tenth canto, the poem finally
introduces the traditional heroic core in the eleventh canto. It is there that we finally
hear about Hammira’s vow. However, Nayacandra entirely alters its significance as a
heroic act. The point of importance is that the whole canto is framed as a trap, a
distraction maneuver intended to deceitfully (chalena, 11.23) lead Hammira’s attention
away from Ulugh Khan’s real move, namely to safely install his troops around the fort of
Ranthambhor, while remaining free from distress (apasta-dainyah) (11.24). Ulugh Khan,
the clever gamester (kitava, 11.22), explains to the general Nusrat Khan that it is better to
first deceive (vipratarya) the Chauhan warriors “under the pretext of peace negotiations”
(sandhi-misena, 11.21). After all, he says, in matters of skill to subdue one’s enemy “experts
in political wisdom do not praise valor” (na vikramam niti-vidah stuvanti, 11.21).

Ulugh Khan therefore sends forth the envoy called Molhana to negotiate peace, as a
scam. Hammira is given two alternative conditions for peace. If he wants to enjoy his
kingdom he has to give away one lakh (hundred thousand) gold coins, four excellent
elephants, three hundred horses and sheep, and his daughter (11.60). If he rejects this
option, he can hand over the four Mongols “who have violated our [i.e. Ullugh Khan’s]
command” (‘smad-ajfia-pravilopino). If he accepts one of these conditions he can further
play with playful Royal Fortune (kridikrtam kridaya rajya-laksmim, 11.61). As expected,
Hammira becomes enraged. He rejects both demands, proclaiming that he will respond
to the first request with the blows of his sword. He then proclaims that he will never give

78 See p. 35 in translation by Bhatnagar 1991. I elaborate on the likely influence of HMK on this poem
in the conclusion of this dissertation.
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up the protection of “his refugees, even though they might be hostile” (dvisam api syac
charanagatanam, 11.67). Again, the latter is an important detail. It will resonate later in
Hammira’s delusional assessment about the inherent otherness and hostility of the
Mongols.

Here, however, all of this doesn’t really matter. His whole heroic rejection, in fact,
doesn’t matter. It reveals his blindness, his failure to see through the actual intent of
Ulugh Khan’s message. In HMK, Hammira’s famous and heroic response is the sign that
he falls into the trap. Like elsewhere, Nayacandra exploits the tragic irony of the episode.
Hammira makes fun of the envoy’s request to give up his protegees, rhetorically asking
whether Alauddin’s generals Ulugh Khan and Nusrat Khan “are indeed not the crest of
the stupid-minded for asking me to hand over the Mongols” (tad mudgalan no nanu
yacamanau na kim tvad-iSau jada-dhi-vatamsau, 11.67). The attentive reader of course
realizes that it is Hammira himself who is the blind fool mistaking Ulugh Khan’s deceitful
maneuver for a sincere offer of truce. This interesting prelude to Hammira’s vow thus
further undermines Hammira’s heroic character. In short, Hammira’s altruistic vow to
protect the Mongols is purposefully postponed to this point in the narrative, where it
loses its traditional double significance as the casus belli and the heroic core of his legend.

In Nayacandra’s poem it looks like the story of Dharmasimha and Bhoja in canto nine
and ten is meant to overshadow the significance of Hammira’s vow to protect Mahimasahi
and the other Mongols. Interestingly, Hammira will later suspect them of becoming
traitors, potential enemies because of their innate ‘otherness’ - Hammira’s last fatal
error.” The story of Hammira’s mistreatment of Dharmasimha and Bhoja is given much
more volume and psychological depth. We learn about their motivations and thoughts,
how they become the victim of a madly deluded king. The story in these two cantos -
impossible to forget as made explicit in Bhoja’s lament (10.74) - radically complicates the
traditional story line about the sattvic Hammira and his heroic vow to protect his Mongol
refugees at all costs. Moreover, one of the wry ironies implicit in Nayacandra’s version of
Hammira’s tale might be something like this: Hammira cannot take care of his own
subjects - as Bhojadeva makes explicit -, how then could he secure the protection of the
refugee Mongols and their family? It is worthwhile to compare this with the fifteenth-
century Sanskrit play Gangadasapratapavilasa, which, I would argue, is purposely modeled
on the Hammira narrative just like Kanhadade-prabandha (1455). In a recent study of the
play Aparna Kapadia observes that it hints at a similar sense of tragic futility of the whole

7 Important to note is that the traditional emphasis on Hammira’s vow to the Mongol Mahimasahi as
the indirect cause of his downfall does remain intact, including the point about Mahimasahi’s new loyalty to
Hammira. But not in its traditional form as a vow to protect Mahimaszhi and his family. See my discussion
of the plot in the previous chapter.

240



war, precisely because the Chauhan hero Gangadasa failed to offer protection to his
refugees.®

This section has argued that the opening cantos about Hammira’s rule - canto nine and
ten, narrating the story of Hammira’s mistreatment of the wise duo Dharmasimha-Bhoja
and his blind support for the virile duo Bhimasimha-Ratipala - not only undermine the
rather positive remembrance of Hammira at the time, but interestingly build up to the
subsequent reversal of the traditional heroic core. Hammira’s minister-turned-refugee
Bhojadeva almost literally takes the place of the refugee Mongol Mahimasahi in the
traditional story line. Put differently, Nayacandra purposefully postpones the traditional
heroic core to the eleventh canto, preceding it with two cantos that radically undermine
the portrayal of Hammira as a selfless, admirable hero. And when we finally learn about
Hammira’s vow of protection it is framed in such a way that it loses its traditional
significance as an act of heroism. Ulugh Khan cleverly tricked Hammira to win time.
Ironically, in Nayacandra’s version of Hammira’s story, the Chauhan king’s tendency to
mistake friend for foe turns him into what he tries to prevent throughout the poem: to
become remembered as inane (dur-mati, 13.101) and become a great object of ridicule
(mahad bhavi vidambanam, 13.142).

% Garigadhara’s work is discussed at length in the third chapter of Aparna Kapadia’s In Praise of Kings
(2018). The play narrates the events about the mid-fifteenth century ruler Gangadasa of Champaner (in
northeastern Gujarat) and his struggle with the Sultan of Ahmedabad. In this text, just like in the Hammira
story, the conflict between regional ruler and Sultanate power (though set in fifteenth century Gujarat)
revolves around two problems: the hero’s refusal to give his daughter to the Sultan and thus establish an
alliance, and his refusal to hand over several enemies of the Sultan whom he had vowed to protect. Like in
the Hammira legend, the hero’s stubborn refusal to hand these refugees over is presented as the casus belli.
Interestingly, the play seems to highlight the hero’s failure to actually protect these men, and not live up to
the example for which the Chauhan clan is known. Kapadia notes (p.91) that the play thus seems to create a
“sense of futility around the enmity between the Sultan and Gangadas”, a tension which the poet seems to
resolve by suddenly shifting focus. Yet, Kapadia discusses these works predominantly as idealizing
narratives ‘in praise of kings’, just like texts like HMK and Kanhadade-prabandha tend to be read in modern
times. I would argue that like Kanhadade-prabandha and Jayast’s Padmavat, Gangadhara’s play can be said to
refashion the (hi)story of the main hero along the lines of Hammira’s story. Aditya Behl (2012: 206, emphasis
added) has already observed how in Padmavat several episodes are “taken directly from the Rajput poetic
accounts of the siege of Ranthambhor as exemplified in texts such as Nayacandra suri’s Hammira mahdakavya.”
This observation may apply to several other works, like Kanhadade-prabandha and Gargadasapratapavildsa.
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5.5 Making Saranga lose his ‘color’ (ranga): poetry/history as
competition

This section picks up where we left off in the beginning of this chapter, with the context
of the literary challenge at the Tomar court. The epilogue of Nayacandra’s HMK breaths
the atmosphere of courtly contest and competition. We get the impression that our
author intended to challenge his audience, on different levels, with his new Hammira
poem. The first part of this canto can be read as a reflection on the emergence of the
Hammira tradition itself (14.1-14.21), from which his own poem ultimately stands out as
presenting a radically novel, more encompassing, and distanced vision of the Chauhan
hero’s tragedy. In the second part (14.22-46) our poet places himself, and his poem, within
a long history of Sanskrit poetry (and criticism). We could perhaps take the fourteenth
and last canto of Nayacandra’s poem as one long expression of the poet’s concern to
‘break’ or play with tradition, both in terms of his daring treatment of the traditional
Hammira legend, as in terms of his departure from long-established literary conventions
about ‘happy endings’ in Sanskrit poetry (kavya).*

Nayacandra is clearly out to both emulate the poets of old and bend genre conventions
to do something new and challenging. Nayacandra playfully pretends that it was a ‘play
of rashness’ (capala-keli) that moved him to take up the near-impossible challenge of
composing a Sanskrit epic like the poets of old. I indicated that it is meant as intertextual
play, a nod to Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, just like when in the prologue he states that it was
out of “utmost delusion” (ati-mohad, 1.11) that he began his attempt to narrate the life
story of one of the greatest historical heroes and dynasties. The point here is that we have
to look behind the surface meaning of such verses. He adopts and creatively alters
Kalidasa’s expression of self-ridicule to prove his point, that his new poem is an
innovative experiment, which almost literally plays a game (keli) with tradition. This too,
however, is also fully in accordance with the tradition of kavya itself. But still, Nayacandra
did something new and challenging. Arguably his literary experiment can be understood
as follows: Nayacandra adopts and adapts a theme from an emerging vernacular literary
tradition - a popular story about a tragic-historical hero - and renders it into the format of
a Sanskrit mahakavya, a genre which nominally ‘forbids’ the telling of a tale resulting in

811t can be useful to not see the two parts as really separate from each other, as it is deceivingly
presented in Jinavijaya's edition of 1993 [1968] where the first part is preceded by a headline “Praise of
Hammira’s qualities” (hammira-guna-stutih) and the second part by the headline “praise of the author”
(kavya-kartuh prasasti). The poet itself takes it as one canto, titled “description of the poet’s declaration”
(kavi-vakya-varnano). It is worthwhile therefore to take the final canto as a whole. The edition of Kirtane
(1879) doesn’t insert this division.
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the destruction of the protagonist and the victory of the antagonist. This partly explains
many of the recurring and striking dissonances between the poem’s format - and
intertextual model - and the actual content. Moreover, the great historical distance
between Nayacandra and earlier poets like Kalidasa, allows him to outdo the ‘poets of old’
in the competition of intertextual depth.®

But what is new and challenging about Nayacandra’s rendition of Hammira’s story
itself? This is a difficult question because HMK is the earliest extant full-fledged epic
rendering of the Hammira tale. Nevertheless, I have tried to show that it is not that hard
to detect challenging twists, or elements that may be unique to Nayacandra’s version.
Apart from making themselves felt, several striking episodes or playful inversions can be
surmised through comparison with texts and fragments that do exist, both before and
after the composition of Nayacandra’s poem. I also discussed in the first chapter how
Nayacandra introduces the topic of his poem in the form of an ambiguous question (in
verse 1.9) about the supposed exemplarity of sattvic Hammira, as a model of kingship in
the degenerate present time, the kaliyuga. I drew attention to how Nayacandra puts the
alleged exemplarity of Hammira in the mouth of tradition, emphasized by the
conspicuous use of the little, but significant word kila “so we are told”. In short, I tried to
show how Nayacandra presents Hammira’s praiseworthy character as a debatable point,
in the guise of a traditional eulogistic biography (carita) to which HMK has a somewhat
parodic relationship.

This ambiguity is quite fit for a poem that is presented as the result of a literary
challenge to make a new Hammira poem. HMK can be understood as a playful
engagement with what he calls in the first verse of the final canto a “tradition of poems”
(kavya-paramparam, 14.1) about the exceptional greatness of Hammira which filled up the
entire world, both during, and especially after his death. When read from beginning to
end, it becomes very apparent that Nayacandra’s new poem on Hammira challenges or
questions ‘the traditional’ (kila) remembrance of Hammira as the epitome of the heroic
altruism and courageousness, all the positive and luminous qualities associated with the
ideal of sattva “goodness”, which this Chauhan king supposedly embodied.

It is crucial to understand that Nayacandra’s new rendering of Hammira’s story is
sandwiched between two meta-poetic statements about how the stories from others
reached his ears. Indeed, the final fourteenth canto picks up the ambiguous framing of
the prologue. The first part appears to subtly and ironically reveal what this tradition of
poems said about Hammira (14.1-14.21). I will try to demonstrate this point in the next
section. The second part (14.22-14.46) similarly throws back at the prologue. So when
Nayacandra states in the prologue that in composing Hammira’s biography (carita, 1.10)

82 In the conclusion to this dissertation I elaborate on this point, which is inspired by the important
article of Bronner and Shulman (2006) on Sanskrit poetry in the ‘vernacular millenium’,
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he was only “allegedly impelled” (nunnah kila) by the great weight attributed to all his
qualities “after they had penetrated deeply into the root of his ear”, in his epilogue he
says that he was (actually?) impelled (nunnah, without kila) to compose a poem about
Hammira’s life story because the (Chauhan) king himself had urged him to do so in a
dream (14.26). The poem comes full circle.

Of course, the poet’s dream-vision - which we perhaps also shouldn’t take too seriously
- doesn’t cancel out the idea that stories from other poets inspired Nayacandra to also
write a poem about Hammira. Without doubt stories about ‘this and that’ quality of
Hammira must have reached his ears. That seems to be the whole point of his framing.
But we get the impression that such stories impelled him to write a different story, a new,
alternative version of Hammira that would compete with more conventional or popular
accounts. The mention of his dream-vision, which points to uniqueness, underscores
Nayacandra’s subsequent claim that he made anew poem about this king (14.43). His poetic
vision is different, perhaps radically so, from the traditional (kila) stories about Hammira.
Moreover, his vision is given the authority of king Hammira himself, who appeared to
him in a dream, and nudged him - we might assume - to tell the true, or a truer story
about the events leading to his defeat.

It is not unlikely that Nayacandra’s new poem of Hammira was conceived, in part, as a
response to specific poets or versions of the Hammira tale. Perhaps he is ‘targeting’ the
poets of Hammira-verses as those that have been preserved in the Sarrigadhara-paddhati
(c. 1363), the well-known Sanskrit anthology of the eponymous poet Sarngadhara.> Not
only does this anthology include several verses in praise of Hammira and his Chauhan
predecessors, in the opening verses the compiler Sarngadhara himself proudly makes
explicit his own ancestral connection to the court of Hammira Chauhan. He thus starts
his prologue by lauding king Hammira of the Chauhan lineage (cahuvananvaye), “whose
valor was like Arjuna” (Saurya ivdrjunah, 1.2). He goes on to say that in Hammira’s assembly
his grandfather Raghavadeva served as the most respected guru (1.3).*

It might be possible that Nayacandra’s poem is in fact responding to Sarngadhara
himself, the compiler of this famous Sanskrit anthology. He was, after all, an older

% ed. by Peterson 1915.

8 Verses are taken from edition by Peterson 1915; 1. Dvivedi (1973: 34) states that these verses are in
desya-bhdsd, vernacular speech, probably uncritically adopting the view that Sarngadhara was the author of
the anonymous vernacular verses in Prakrtapifigalam, as noted earlier. The verses on the Chauhans which I
identified in Peterson’s edition (1915) are in Sanskrit: 1254 on Prthviraja (by Vindyakapandita), 1255-6 on
Vigraharaja (from a prasasti; referred to as Visaladeva in 1255), 1257 on Hammira’s horses in battle
(anonymous), 4004 on Hammira’s death, by the poet Deve$vara, listed in the “tragic mood” (karuna rasa)
section. Worthy of attention is the use of the more vernacular cahuvana for the clan name instead of the
Sanskrit cahamdna, used throughout HMK and earlier Sanskrit kavyas on the Chauhans like Jayanaka’s
Prthvirdjavijaya (c. 1192-3).
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contemporary of Nayacandra. H.H. Dvivedi, the acclaimed historian of Gwalior, argued
that Sarngadhara is in fact mentioned in HMK. At the end of his poem Nayacandra thus
explains that his own guru Jayasimha Stiri defeated the famous poet Saranga in a dispute,
playing on his name, stating that Jayasimha made Saranga vi-ranga or without ranga
“color” or a “stage” (14.23). Dvivedi surmised that Saranga may be taken as an
abbreviation of Sarngadhara, based on a reference in a Sanskrit treatise on medicine,
which is interestingly attributed to the founder of the Tomar lineage of Gwalior:
Virasimha Tomar. The colophon of Virasimhavaloka - thus named after the Tomar king
himself - mentions that the king ordered “the wise Sarangadhiri” to write a copy.* Dvivedi
thus argues that Sarngadhara must have been associated with the court of the Tomar king
Virasimha, suggesting that the family of Sarngadhara might have migrated to the Gwalior
region after the fall of Ranthambor, bringing along with them their literary tradition and
stories about Hammira.*

Even if Dvivedi’s hypothesis is not true - although I think it is plausible -, it remains
reasonable to assume that the Tomar court must have been visited by poets, bards or
storytellers who like Sarngadhara included the Hammira legend in their repertoire. It is
worth mentioning that his anthology even lists a verse attributed to Hammira himself
(3974), a heroic utterance he supposedly proclaimed before rushing into his death. The
fact that the paddhati includes such a verse may reinforce Sarngadhara’s introductory
claim about the strong affinity between his ancestors and Hammira. His family even
managed to record what the great Hammira proclaimed on the battlefield, his last wish
to not become remembered as a coward who turned his back to run away.”

The point I want to emphasize is that the playful framing of Nayacandra’s new poem
of Hammira only makes sense if HMK is indeed actually responding to more popular,
overtly heroic versions of the Hammira legend, which were widely circulating in the
region. For example, a verse in Sarngadhara’s anthology (4004, in the ‘tragic’ karund-rasa
section) from the poet Deve$vara lamenting the deplorable state of the earth now that
Hammira went to heaven is strikingly similar to the lamentations following Nayacandra’s
point about the emergence of a tradition of poetry (14.2-14.14). However, in HMK, the

$Dvivedi: 1973: 32-3.

% Tbid.

% vayasyah krostarah pratisrunuta baddhéfjalir ayam
kim apy akanksamah ksarati na yatha vira-caritam |
mrtanam asmakam bhavati para-vasyam vapur idam
bhavadbhih kartavyam nahi nahi paracina-caranam ||24||

Dear jackals! Please promise me this! I fold my hands in respect.
We request only this so that our heroic deeds do not waste away.
When we die, this body is in the power of others.

So please, may you not turn our feet in the opposite direction!
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lamentations about the demise of the greatest ruler from the kaliyuga come across as ironic
quotations from this tradition, because of the clear dissonance with the actualized
representation of Hammira’s kingship in HMK itself.

5.6 Nayacandra’s dream vision: irony and meta-history in
HMK’s final canto

So far, I left out a more thorough consideration of the poem’s final canto. I didn’t include
it in my analysis of the poem’s tragic plot in the previous chapter. This is because there’s
something odd about its relation to Nayacandra’s version of Hammira’s story.® [ believe
the first part of the final canto of Nayacandra’s HMK is typically misread as an expression
of the poet’s own lamentation over the death of Hammira: a final praise of Hammira’s
extraordinary qualities, but in the form of a lament, followed by the poet’s own
autobiographical remarks, and some theoretical considerations of poetry. I want to
suggest, instead, that it can be read as the culmination of the meta-poetic message that
runs throughout the poem: we have to look beyond the guise of (biographical) praise
poetry.

As the poem’s meta-poetic finale, it has an extra level of meta-ness around it. It not
only implicitly shows how Nayacandra’s poem reads as a new, subversive history of
Hammira, but also as a story about the emergence of tragic-historical poetry itself, arising
out of the historic events leading to his death. Nayacandra’s poem is of course part of this
tradition. But it stands out from it through its more distant, all-encompassing ‘epic’
perspective. Nayacandra’s zoomed-out vision on Hammira’s story, which he purposefully
places within a greater tragic story about the downfall of the Chauhan dynasty, also leads
him to ironically reflect on or represent what others made of Hammira’ story. He might
be subtly presenting his new poem of Hammira as being on top of other, more short-
sighted and conflicting versions spread by “learned men” (budhas, 14.1).

Importantly, directly after presenting their lamentations, between verse 14.1 and 14.21,
we learn about how other “learned men” (budha-jana, 14.22) sing the fame of
Nayacandra’s Jain sect, called the Krsna-gaccha in which many wise men bloomed. Then
comes the verse, referred to in the previous section, about Nayacandra’s guru Jayasimha

% I'm not the first to note that there is something odd about the ‘perspective’ in these verses. In the
Hindi introduction to Jinavijaya’s edition (1993 [1968]: 42-3) it is also observed that there is a switch in
perspective in 14.15, which indicates that the preceding verses could be understood as “one poet says this”,
“another poet says that”.
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Sari who took away the “color” (ranga) of the famous poet Saranga - perhaps the
anthologist Sarngadhara, who took pride in his link with Hammira’s court - in a courtly
debate (14.22). Nayacandra then further praises Jayasimha’s brilliant intellectual
achievements, as well as those of his direct predecessor, the Mighty (prabhuh)
Prasannacandra (14.25), the Light in debates (vadi-bheda-prabhah), to whose lotus feet
even the great kings cling, like bumble bees. Nayacandra then introduces himself as the
current spiritual leader (siiri) heading his lineage or religious seat (patta). It is then that
we learn that king (Hammira) himself had nudged Nayacandra in his dream to tell (or
retell) his life story (14.26).

Glory to the brilliant Nayacandra

the Moon of Siiris who is like a Sun,

his rays flickering fiercely for the lotus of his lineage,
endowed with the essence of all knowledge,

the moon who shines forth on the ocean of poets.

By him this poem was made, willingly,

nudged in a dream by that very king into displaying his deeds.
And as to gratify the delight of many kings,

it is to be enjoyed by the catchword ‘hero’.*’

This is one of those verses that sums up Nayacandra’s whole poetic endeavor. As always,
it works and sounds better in Sanskrit. Note how many of the central themes, imagery
and paradoxes come together in this verse, with a strong meta-poetic overtone.
Nayacandra, the brilliant (sri) poet, whose name means something like the ‘Moon of
Wisdom’, is not only like the shining moon to the ocean of poets, he is also like the
flickering sun. With his fierce rays or verses - like in one of his suprabhatam (good
morning) verses (13.146)- a poet may attempt to nudge or awaken sleepy (or sleepless)
kings.» Interestingly, he uses one of his favorite images when saying that his rays are not
only fierce, but also “very flickering” (caficattara), the same word that can be used
pejoratively to refer to Fortune’s fickleness, or the unstable shakiness of his heroes.” With
a playful irony, he says that the (dead) king himself has nudged (nunna) him in a dream
to retell his life story. However, the reader knows that it is of course the poet himself who

% tat-pattdmbhoja-caficattara-khara-kiranah sarva-$astraika-binduh

stirinduh $ri-nayendur jayati kavi-kulddanvad-ullasanénduh |

tenditendiva rajfia sva-carita-tanane svapna-nunnena kamam

cakranam kavyam etan nrpati-tati-mude caru virdnka-ramyam ||14.26||

% See my discussion of the suprabhdtam in the previous chapter, in the section “waking the sleepless”,
and my discussion of the suprabhdtam verses in canto eight, in chapter three.

°1 As in 3.16 (caficat) about Prthvirdja, and 10.84 about the “fickle Virama and the other heroes”
(caficala viramadya virah), and 10.16 about Laksmi (cafica-laksyah).
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attempted to nudge the fickle and sleepy kings of his poem into waking. And now we hear
that he did this with the approval of Hammira himself. The whole poem indeed - which
thus emerged from Nayacandra’s dream - reads as a playful response to how other people
(and poets) imagined Hammira’s life story.

This verse can be understood as a variation of a trend set by the foundational historical
poems of Bana and Bilhana, who both explain or imply in their poems - Bana at the
beginning, Bilhana at the end - how they ended up in the position of composing a
biographical epic about their patron.” One could argue that Nayacandra’s statement
about his dream, as a playful variation of this practice and the motif of ‘divine inspiration’,
is meant to show that he was not instructed by any living ruler to compose a biographical
epic. He was nudged by the ‘dead’ Hammira himself in a dream to retell his life story. And
he composed his poem with pleasure (kamam), of his own will. And in order to please
kings, he chose to end each canto with a verse in which the word ‘hero’ (vira) occurs, the
mark or catchword (arka) of his poem (just like $rf is the catchword in Sriharsa’s
Naisadhiyacarita). Perhaps it is even meant to please his patron, Virama, whose name
means ‘hero’.”> Importantly, however, the ‘heroic’ is never granted fulsome praise in his
poem. This often becomes evident in the concluding verses themselves, as for example
when Nayacandra concluded the radically subversive ninth canto by having Hammira
‘suitably’ (yuktya) replace the wise Bhojadeva by the would-be-traitor Ratipala-vira, the
hero called “Protector of (Sexual) Pleasure” (9.188).

The point worth emphasizing is that this verse about Nayacandra’s dream can be said
to conclude the lamentations about Hammira’s death (14.1-14.21), which he cleverly put
in the mouth of other ‘wise men’, to which I turn now. The following verse thus comes
immediately after Hammira cut off his own head in the final verse of the thirteenth canto.

Then, when some heard about the elevated status of such a ruler
- that true master of initiating fear in the enemy,

that king Hammira - pervading the whole world,

and still more when yet others heard about his death

these learned men created a tradition of poems,

while swallowing up their misery in one gulp.*

%2 See Herman Tieken (2014: 274-5) on this point, who suggests (p.247) that Bana’s Harsacarita “is
basically about storytelling, or rather about a poet relating a king’s adventures.” I discussed Nayacandra’s
somewhat parodic engagement with these poems earlier in chapter one and three.

% Eva de Clercq pointed out to me that this may fit into the tradition of namarikan, “name-marking”,
in which the author’s name or patron’s name is put in the last verse of each canto, which is not uncommon
in Jain literature.

* tadrksasya vibhor atha pratibhata-trasaika-diksa-guror

hammiravanivasavasya jagati-lokam-prna-pronnatim|
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This verse might seduce the reader into imagining Hammira’s death not as the end of the
story, but as the beginning of his legend. The final canto takes the reader gradually back
to the present, and indeed also back to the beginning of Nayacandra’s poem, where it was
said in verse 1.10 that he too was ‘allegedly’ nudged (kila nunnah) to compose his poem
about Hammira, after the ‘heaviness’ of this and that quality plunged into the root of his
ear (karna-jaham, 1.10). Now we learn how or when this happened or started, namely when
some learned men first heard (Srutva) about Hammira’s greatness, and still more (sutaram)
indeed, when his death reached their ears (akarnya). This opening verse thus deliberately
echoes the quotative nature of the prologue. It is crucial to understand that the laments
that will follow are thus not presented as the poet’s own vision, but produced by “learned
men” (budhas) who composed poetry about Hammira during his life, and especially when
they heard about his death.

It is here that the poem is about to become full circle. We are back at the beginning,
confronted again with how the people in Nayacandra’s time remember Hammira for his
exceptionally good and luminous character (sattva, 1.9), that Hammira was the only
praiseworthy king of the kaliyuga (1.8). The story of his ‘great rise’ (pronnati) pervades, or
literally “fills up” the whole world.

Like in the prologue, the epilogue again foregrounds the “one and only” eka-
perspective. The idea about Hammira’s unparalleled excelllence is present in all the
subsequent verses. These learned poets repeatedly emphasize that Hammira is the only
one (eka) who stands out from the kings of the present age, “the dreadful kaliyuga” (kale
karale kalau, 14.4). The recurrent idea is that with Hammira’s death, the earth is in a
terrible condition, when of him “nothing but fame remained” (yasah-sesatam, 14.4), when
this hero, the one and only, chose heaven (ekasmims tvayi vir nakam avite). The whole earth
mourns (Socanty) for Hammira, the one and only (ekam) lord of the three worlds (14.5),
and so on.

Despite the hyperbolic nature of these verses, there is something ‘true’ about
Hammira’s uniqueness. Hammira really came to symbolize something unique or
unparalleled at the time. He became the embodiment of the (dubious) ideal of heroic
resistance against Sultanate rule. He may indeed have been the first Rajput warrior-king.
Many texts present him as an icon of warriorhood. He became part of a quasi-canonical
‘set’ of celebrated historical heroes, just like Bhoja of Dhar came to exemplify the ideal of
the learned poet-king and patron. In the conclusion I hope to elaborate on the significance
of Hammira’s iconic and celebratory status for our understanding of the development of
the Rajput tale (of which HMK is arguably the first example). The point of importance

$rutva kecana kecanapi sutaram akarnya mrtyum budhas
cakruh kavya-paramparam iti tada kastaikamustimdhayah ||14.1|
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here is that in Nayacandra’s poem Hammira’s exceptional warriorhood is just one part of
the ‘truth’ about his tragic story. There is thus a deafening silence in these lamentations
about what really happened during Hammira’s reign, as recounted in Nayacandra’s
version of Hammira’s history. We get the impression that these ‘learned men’ when they
heard about his death, not only swallowed up their grief or misery (kasta) in one gulp (eka-
musti) to compose poetry, but perhaps also removed the misery or trouble inflicted by a
king like Hammtra.”

Let me give a glimpse of the inflated rhetoric of these verses. It is difficult not to hear
the stark dissonance with Nayacandra’s not so ideal presentation of Hammira’s kingship.
Consider for example the first two verses:

Oh illustrious King Hammira, head ornament of kings, now that you went to heaven

Dharma abandoned its abode of prosperity,” Compassion went to the forest for shelter,
Generosity drained off, the Vow of Heroism resorted to childish play, Leadership (niti) approached
fearfulness (bhitim), and Fortune took the seal of widowhood.”

Ah! Who will now worship the gods on earth - the brahmins - with piles of gold?

Or who indeed will pay attention to each of the six religious-philosophical traditions (darsana)?
Or who will watch over the cow-shed, being destroyed by the Saka clans with anger?

Ah! Without you, pure-minded Hammira, what happens to our destiny?*

Even though these verses are nominally put in the mouth of others, and the imagery is
clearly formulaic, Nayacandra does seem to occasionally leave behind his playful touch.
What to make of the idea that no one is left to ‘worship the Brahmins with piles of gold’?
Hammira indeed made them dance on piles (or tricks) (kiitesu) of gold in order to secure
his ascent to heaven and become a ‘vessel of pleasure’ in heaven. Other themes too
resonate in these laments. Consider also for example the important topic of fate, as it
appears in verse 14.7:

% I believe the compound kastdika-mustim-dhayah allows for this ambiguity.

% Or the ‘foot’ (pada) of prosperity. Dharma is often imagined as a bull or cow losing a foot with each
transfer to the next time era. In the present dark age of Kali Dharma is believed to stand unsteadily on only
one foot.

7 dharmah $§arma-padam mumoca karuniranyam saranyam yayav

audaryam vijagala bala-lalitam $i$raya vira-vratam|

nitir bhitim upajagama kamala vaidhavya-mudram dadhau

$§ri-hammira nrpala-bhala-tilaka svargam gate ‘dya tvayi |[14.2]|

% bhiidevan idamadi kaficana-cayaih kah pGjayisyaty aho

ko va nama karisyati prati-padam sad-daréandépasanam|

ko va pasyati gokulam $aka-kulair ahanyamanam rusa-

smakam ka gatir astu nistusa-mate hammira ha tvam vina |[14.3||
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What can we do? What can we say? And to which king can we adhere?

How can we explain our unequaled suffering? Or to whom should we speak?

Because when Fate (vidhi), that causeless horror, took away Hammira,

who was the only source of such qualities, he at once seized everyhing indeed on this earth, alas!®

This imagery of Fate’s capriciousness resonates with earlier episodes in the poem. We
know from the story of Jaitrasimha’s death that blaming the apparent causelessness of
Fate is linked to the problem of sorrow, which creates a delusion that grasps the Self
(moha-grahili-krtdtma, 8.117). In the final canto the reader too is invited to understand this
as the short-sighed perspective of those ‘learned men’. It is the delusion accompanying
intense grief (over the ones we love and admire) that makes people utter such verses, and
resort to blaming fate as the capricious Creator or Disposer (vidhi in 14.7 and dhatr in
14.13). But, let me repeat, it is difficult not to hear the dissonance with the actualized
story of Hammira’s kingship. For example, Hammira’s half-brother Bhojadeva, a clear
victim of Hammira’s not so ideal kingship, uttered similar cries of desperation. Let me
quote one verse from his lament again, where it may sound more serious or at least more
appropriate:

So what can I do? To whom can I cling?
Where can I go? And what can [ say?
This heart, now and then, resembles
a tuft of grass shaken by the wind.®

The audience must have recognized the imagery from these verses as formulaic, perhaps
a bit worn-out, heard too much. And to imbue them with a new freshness, Nayacandra
appears to make the imagery in the final canto sound even more ‘over-the-top’, inserting
a humorous touch or light sting to it. Consider for example the following verses about
Hammira’s ‘unsteady activity’ in heaven, while the earth appears to suffer from the
absence of Hammira’s qualities on earth:

Immediately, Firmness resorted to mount Meru; Wisdom to Brhaspati;
Profundity to the ocean; Gentleness to the moon; the course of Power to the sun;

% kim kurvimahi kim bruvimahi vibhum kam cAnurundhimahi
vyacaksimahi kim svaduhkham asamam kam va babhasemahi
yan niskarana-darunena vidhina tadrg-gunaikakaram
hammiram haratafijasa hrtam aho sarvasvam evavaneh ||14.7/||
10 tat kim karomi kam va §rayami yami kva va kimu vadami |
hrdayam vatandolita-tala-tulam kalayatidam anuvelam ||10.76|
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Bravery to Hari; Generosity to the wish-fulfilling gem; Beauty to Kamadeva;
when Hammira’s eyes stumbled down the big mountain-breasts of the divine nymphs. 1

Or consider the following verse, where Sarasvati is said to be the only real victim of
Hammira’s death:

lustrious king Hammira! Now that you have become the Wish-fulfilling stone
of the skill in decorating the breasts of Indra’s wife

Fortune will quickly go to the chest-surface of the god Visnu,

and the hero’s Splendor to the abode of heroes, and all those arts to Hari.

But alas! Alas! Sarasvati will be without support.**2

The verse makes powerfully - but perhaps also humoristically - audible the painful
wailing of ‘Ah!” cries at the end of both verse lines (tds tah samastah kalah... nir-adhara ha
ha bharatt...). To support my view about the clichéd nature of these lamentations, it is
worth quoting the following verse from Merutunga’s Prabandhacintamani (1305), whose
stories were certainly known to Nayacandra. It is uttered by the Paramara king Muiija,
right before the moment of his death, after his haughtiness and over-confidence got him
tricked into defeat.” Right before his execution by the king of Telangana, he is allowed
to utter some last words. He chooses to praise himself in the third person as such:

Laksm1 will go to Visnu, and Splendor of the hero to the abode of heroes.
But with Mufija gone, that heap of fame (yasah-pufija), Sarasvati is without support.\®

These and many other speeches have to be understood as heard (from tradition) (yatha-srutam).

191 dhairyam meru-girim matih sura-gurum gambhirata sagaram

saumyatvam $ainam pratapa-saranih siiram harim $iirata |

cinta-ratnam udarata subhagata $i§raya kamam ksanad

hammire surasundari-stana-maha-$aila-skhalac-caksusi |[14.6||

102 [aksmir yasyati satvaram mura-ripor devasya vaksah-sthale

vira-$rir api vira-ve$mani hares tas tah samastah kalah|

paulomi-kuca-kumbha-patra-racana-caturya-cintamanau

$§ri-hammira nare$vara tvayi nir-adhara ha ha bharatt |[14.8]|

1% The overall narrative template is very similar to what happens in HMK. Muifija is said to have
blinded his brother Sindhuraja (the father of the famous king-poet Bhoja), eventhough cautioned to remain
on good terms with him. Later, refusing to listen to his wise minister, he rushes into war with the king of the
Tilinga country. Like the gist of Prthvirdja’s story in both the prabandhas and Nayacandra’s HMK, the
prabandha of Mufija too exploits the tragic irony of over-confidence in physical strenght, see the translation
by Tawney 1901:32-4. The translation above is my own.

104 The passage seems to implictly hint at the taboo of self-praise.

105 ]aksmir yasyati govinde vira-$rir vira-ve$mani | gate mudije yasah-pufije nir-alamba sarasvati || ity
adi tadvakyani bahiini yatha-§rutam avagantavyani | Sanskrit quoted from Jinavijaya 1936: 25.
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Like the prabandha author Merutunga, Nayacandra is also framing his verses as heard
from tradition. But he does it differently, somewhat humorously mimicking the style and
tone of such laments. The hyperbolic tone culminates to the ‘concluding’ point that with
Hammira’s death nothing is worth seeing or hearing anymore. This is may be the
explanation why SarasvatT is without support:

Eyes, may you get scratched out, and Ears may you become extremely deaf!
Alas! Henceforth for both of you nowhere even a small task will prance around!
You have seen his multitude of qualities, or rather, you have heard them!

Ah! Ah! Shouldn’t you both feel ashamed to still hear and see something else?!*

With Hammira’s death, there is no task left for the eyes and ears. Although the verse
hyperbolically praises Hammira, the imagery deliberately evokes the all-important
theme of tragic blindness and deafness, pervading the poem at every level, together with
a nod to the prancing horse-like senses. This is a call to attention. The audience is put to
the test. Do we still remember how Nayacandra - and not these ‘learned men’ - told
Hammira’s story? From the next verse onward, we are perhaps invited to lose the
delusion, and again recognize all the preceding statements as what ‘people say’.

Let the people out of delusion prattle that the Chauhan king went to heaven,
this illustrious Hammira, the lord of men and only support of the world.
Having reached just a little knowledge of the truth, we must say that he is

alive indeed. For he is seen everywhere, with all those valorous deeds of him.*”

Nayacandra presents yet another perspective, a reminder, perhaps, of the ‘quotative’
nature of the preceding verses. But it also takes the reader to the present. It reminds us
of the fact that the stories about Hammoira are keeping him alive. We should not wail about
his death and ascent to heaven, for he is still alive in our memories. He continues to live
in the body of fame, that we - the poets and people - have created for him. Despite the
change in perspective, the verse remains in the clichéd ‘what people say’ atmosphere.

¢ petre niskasatam nitanta-badhiri-bhavam bhajetam $rutt

no karyam yuvayor atah param aho kificit kvacid valgati |
yabhyam esa samiksito guna-ganas tasyathava samsruto

lajjetam itaram haha kimu na[nu] §rotum tatha viksitum [[14.14]|
197 ]oko madhataya prajalpatutamam yac cahamanah prabhuh
§ri-hammira nare$varah svar agamad vi§vaika-sadharanah |
tattva-jlatvam upetya kificana vayam briimastamam sa ksitau
jivann eva vilokyate pratipadam tais tair nijair vikramaih ||14.15||
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As noted in the Hindi preface to HMK’s 1968 edition, the verse alludes to a verse about
the ‘ideal’ Jain king Kumarapala in the historical kavya composed by Nayacandra’s own
guru, a poem of which Nayacandra made the first transcript more than four decades
earlier, in 1365. This verse says that people have to lose their delusional prattle, because
the king-seer (rajarsir) Kumarapala, this good man (sukrti) continues to be seen
everywhere, in the heart (svante) with his virtuous deeds or by all those virtuous people (sac-
caritair).® Half a century later Nayacandra remodels this verse to ‘praise’ the protagonist
of his poem. Or rather, he uses it to present yet another clichéd perspective, in which we
are almost literally invited to consider its ‘truth’. Perhaps, instead of taking tair tair nijair
vikramaih as “with all his valorous deeds”, we could take it as the agent of the passive “is
seen” (vilokyate). This would make the idea of the verse as follows: the truth is that
Hammira “is still seen everywhere by all those valorous men of his own (dynasty)”. We
could see it as a subtle comment on the way Hammira was made into an icon of heroic
valor (vikrama), precisely by members of his own (nija) Chauhan dynasty or those claiming
descent from Hammira or his clan.

Cynthia Talbot is probably right in her assessment that during the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries various warrior linages claimed descent from Chauhan rulers like
Prthviraja and Hammira, and that the composition of a poem like HMK is reflective of this
trend to form “a large and amorphous new social identity”.” Importantly however,
poems like HMK do not merely reflect such trends, nor do they just promote or celebrate
the ideals and values held by those ‘illustrious’ warrior-kings. Let’s recall that in
Nayacandra’s version of Hammira’s story the value of ‘valorous or courageous strength’
(vikrama) is not really praised, and that occasionally this becomes very explicit.

In the final verses Nayacandra continues to present popular perspectives, imbued with
the poet’s own ambiguous touches. He thus evokes the way in which the ‘traditional cast’
is remembered, and what appears to have happened after Hammira’s death: the warrior

1% Namely, verse 10.267, from Jayasimhastri’s Kumdrapalacarita, referred to in the Hindi introduction,
Jinavijaya: 1993 [1968]: 47.)

loko mtdhataya prajalpatu divam rajarsir adhytsivan

briimo vijfiataya vayam punar ihaivaste cirayuskavat |

svante sac-caritair nabho ‘bdhi-manubhih kailasa-vaihasikaih

prasadais ca bahir yad esa sukrti pratyaksa evéksyate [10.267||

May the people out of foolishness prattle that the king-seer is dwelling in heaven

Using our intellect, we can say that he still here in this world, enjoying a long life.

Because this good man is seen clearly seen, within the self, by good people, by the creatures in the
oceans and in the clouds, and by the buffoons of Kailasa outside their palaces.

19 Talbot 2016: 68.
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Jaja stayed two days in the fort to defend it, as it is said (kila, 14.16, and 14.18) ™,
Mahimasahi was captured alive by Alauddin and again proved his extraordinary
warriorhood and loyalty (14.19-20), and the Saka king got rid of the traitor Ratipala
(14.21). In short, the well-known heroes Jaja and Mahimasahi deserve praise, while the
two traitors Ratipala and Ranamalla deserve blame (14.16). And Hammira himself, he
continues to exemplify the quality of a selfless goodness.

But these final verses also contain traces of Nayacandra’s typical ambivalent or critical
stance toward the traditional perspective. What to make of the fact that Mahimasahi is
described within the same verse (14.19) not only as exemplifying the “undisguised
warrior’s vow” (nirvydja-vira-vrato), but also as “the only abode of the ego” (‘han-karaika-
niketanam)? Again, Nayacandra emphasizes the intimate link between the warrior and the
pejorative term for pride, ahan-kara, the blinding ‘I-maker’. It is worth having a closer
look at the ambiguity in one verse where Nayacandra repeats the traditional gist of
Hammira’s legend. The verse states that Hammira’s story by far transcends the traditional
exemplars of self-sacrifice and generosity:

Oh! Karna gave away his armour; Sibi his flesh; Bali the earth;
Jimita half his body. But they are not equal to Hammiradeva!
At once, because of that lofty refugee Mahimasahi
he turned himself - together with his many children, wives and servants -
into a story.**!

It appears that unlike the traditional examples of generosity and self-sacrifice, the
Chauhan king sacrificed everything, because of his refugee Mahimasahi. But it is not clear
whether he actually gave up something, and to whom, and because of what exactly? What
is it that makes Hammira’s story different from- not equal (na sama) - to legendary heroes
like Karna, Sibi, Bali and Jimiita?

110 Even though Nayacandra’s story had little to stay about J3ja, verse 14.16 present him as the only
one (eko) who should be praised in this world, for, as they say, (kila) he defended the kingdom for two days
when the king went to heaven (14.16). Two verses later he is mentioned as Hammira’s supreme devotee
(svami-bhaktah). The verse again emphasizes that this is the Chauhan warrior who should be celebrated for
along time (jayatu ciram, 14.18). Instead of leaving the besieged fort, he stayed behind to fight for Hammira.
The verse also humorously explains why tradition calls him Jaja “Go (away), go (away)” (Skt. yahi yahi),
explaining that Jaja misunderstood Hammira’s command to go away. He took it as the grammatical rule that
two negatives making an affirmative, and therefore Jaja stayed behind to fight for Hammira, and became
known as such “Go Go”.

1 radheyah kavacam dadau $ibir aho mamsam balir medinim
jimiito ‘rdha-vapus tatha ‘pi na sama hammira-devena te |
yendccaih-$§aranagatasya mahimasaher nimittam ksana-

d atma putra-kalatra-bhrtya-nivaho nitah katha-$esatam |[17||
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There is something about the way the verse puts the comparison that makes the
expected compliment not come out as praise. Unlike the traditional exemplars of
generosity and self-sacrifice, the verse implies that Hammira didn’t really give away
(dadau) anything, like Karna etc. who had all sacrificed something because of their
(over)generosity. To put it boldly, it looks like Hammira made everyone die: himself, his
children, servants, and wives, including the people he promised protection. The verse
literally says this. Because of the lofty refugee Mahimasahi, who is the cause (nimittam),
Hammira brought himself - and his whole family and servants - “into the condition of
having (only) a story as remainder”. This is a well-known euphemistic expression for
dying, or killing if it is put in the causative, as here. Indeed, the verse literally says that
by Hammira all these people ‘were turned into a story’, namely they died because of him.
Or he killed them. Nayacandra purposefully puts the gist of Hammira’s story in ambiguous
terms.

It is instructive to contrast this with Vidyapati’s conclusion quoted earlier in this
chapter. He makes it unambiguously clear that Hammira sacrificed everything out of
selfless compassion and for the sake of protecting another, which is what Vidyapati’s story is
all about, as explained above. In Nayacandra’s epic, by contrast, the traditional storyline
about Hammira’s selfless vow to protect the Mongol Mahimasahi is radically altered,
subverted, and not even central to the whole plot. It doesn’t even form the casus belli -
the nimittam - as it does in nearly all - if not all - Hammira tales." I believe Nayacandra’s
ambiguous treatment of Hammira’s heroism can be heard in the verse quoted above. It
doesn’t really praise Hammira, but just says that he is not equal to heroes like Karna.

Apart from the ambiguity with which Nayacandra presents the ‘tradition of poems’
(kavya-parampard, 14.1) emerging after Hammira’s death, there is a striking silence in
these ‘concluding’ lamentations about the characters that play a more significant role in
Nayacandra’s own version of the Hammira story. For example, Dharmasimha and Bhoja,
the wise ministers who turned against Hammira to avenge the injustice inflicted upon
them by their mad king. They are not praised or condemned in these final verses. We
don’t learn about their fates. Or Virama, Hammira’s ‘younger brother’ - or Nayacandra’s
patron? - who plays a much bigger role than Jaja in Nayacandra’s poem. Although these
characters occupy an important space in Nayacandra’s poem, they are not mentioned

2 In the previous chapter I showed how the fall of Ranthambhor is linked to Hammira’s delusional
thoughts. He wrongly suspects Mahimasahi to commit treason, because he sees this foreigner as inherently
‘low’ and ‘other’. It is also not out of compassion or heroic selflessness that he decides to send him away, but
because he fears to become an object of ridicule (vidambanam, 13.142) if they betray him. But Mahimasahi
then shockingly reveals Hammira’s delusion by brutally slaying his own family, which indirectly causes the
downfall of the kingdom.
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here. It looks, indeed, that they are not part of the ‘traditional cast and gist’ of Hammira’s
story.

In short, HMK appears to playfully respond to the way earlier or contemporary poets-
and their audiences - may have narrowed down the essence of Hammira’s story to a tale
of heroic self-sacrifice, about a king so valorous, selfless and fearless that he gave up
everything for the sake of protecting another. The framing of Nayacandra’s own poem,
and indeed many of the ironies and twists in his poem, only make sense if our poet was
indeed responding to more overtly heroic presentations of Hammira elsewhere, or indeed
to the emergence of a Hammira tradition itself. This explains why the whole lamentation
is framed between a statement about what ‘learned men’ heard and told in their tradition
or series of poems (14.1) and what Nayacandra saw in his dream, told by Hammira himself
(14.26). Nayacandra’s self-proclaimed new poem of Hammira (14.43) was probably
radically new in its treatment of the traditional story line.

5.7 Playing with memories: Hammira ‘the good’ becomes
‘sleepy’ Prthviraja/Jayacandra

In the previous chapter I discussed how Nayacandra’s epic ingeniously models various
kinds of transformations, making it appear that many of the characters assimilate into
Hammira’s own character. He thus as it were becomes the general Bhimasimha ‘Lion
Bhima’ who rushed headlong into his death; he becomes the minister Dharmasimha ‘Lion
Dharma’ whom he unjustly blinded and castrated; he becomes the traitor Ratipala
‘Protector of Sex” whom he appointed as his favorite warrior; he becomes the Mongol
‘other’ whom he wrongly suspected of treason, accusing him of low and hostile behavior;
and eventually he becomes the fool Jahada whom he appointed as the scapegoat for the
destruction of his clan. In this section I want to extend this reading to the level of
historical memory. I already briefly explained in the second chapter how Nayacandra
purposefully seems to displace the critique associated with ‘sleepy’ Prthviraja to the story
of the sattvic Hammira. In this section I will further substantiate this point from a more
contextualized angle by briefly discussing Nayacandra’s engagement with a growing pool
of stories about historical heroes at his time.

[ will start this discussion by drawing attention to one more verse from the somewhat
‘ironic’ lamentations in the fourteenth canto. There is one verse that explicitly evokes the
idea that all historical kings, eventually, end up making a fool of themselves. Of course,
the verse - uttered by those ‘wise men’ - apparently suggests that Hammira forms the
exception to this rule:
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King Vikrama wished to consume a crow; the cripple Jaitra(candra)

quickly drowned in the water; Malayasimha became a drum in front of his enemy.

In this way, how many have not turned into an object of ridicule? But, oh king Hammira,
what you did...who in this age of Kali has done this, who does this, or who will do this?'*

In this verse Nayacandra is reminding the audience of the many popular stories about
other kings from the kaliyuga, as those preserved in the prabandha collections of the Jains.
King Vikrama must be meant as a nod to the famous cycle of stories about Vikramaditya,
although I didn’t manage to locate a story about him consuming a crow (- perhaps a nod
to the Paricatantra story of the owls and the crow?). “That cripple Jaitra” (pariguh sa jaitro)
is clearly meant to refer to the famous Gahadavala ruler Jaitracandra, more popularly
known as Jaicand/Jayacandra of Kannauj, the rival of Hammira’s predecessor Prthviraja,
whose court was also associated with the famous poet Sriharsa, as the prabandha texts
show. In Merutunga’s Prabandhacintamani we find the story of how Jayacandra escaped
the battlefield as a coward and drowned himself in the Ganges, which is alluded to here.
In this text he is similarly referred to as ‘the cripple’, just like in Nayacandra’s own
intriguing play Rambhamanjart."* King Malayasimha might refer to a Candella ruler by that
name, although I didn’t manage to retrieve the story to which Nayacandra hints in this
verse." Worthy of note is that king Vikrama - the Valorous - was clearly imagined as an
ideal and role-model at the time, the founder of the Vikrama era.” This verse praises
Hammira by suggesting that ultimately all these historical heroes - even a heroic model
like Vikrama - ended up making a fool of themselves (vidambayanti). But supposedly,
‘what Hammira did’, was different. At least this is what these ‘learned men’ from verse
14.1 said. But why was he so different? What did he actually do?

13 bhoktum dhvanksam iyesa vikrama-vibhuh panguh sa jaitro jale
‘majjad drag malayAinarad ripu-puro mardangikatvam dadhau |
ittham svam sma vidambayanti kati no hammira rajan param

yat tvam cakritha tac cakara kurute karttathava kah kalau [|14.11||
14 Thus according to Merutunga’s Prabandhacintamani (translation of Tawney 1901: 183-184)

Jayacandra “bore the title of “the cripple,” because he was so embarrassed with the multitude of his forces,
that he could not march anywhere without resting on the two staves of the Yamuna and the Ganga.”
Nayacandra’s RambhamafijarT refers to the same anecdote, see Poddar 1976. 114.

115 thank Csaba Dezso for making me see that we can take malaydinarat as the name Malayasimha,
because of the “kenning” of lion (“king of deer”). Nayacandra may also just be inventing some king or other
with the typical ‘lion’-suffix. Whether he is a real historical king or not is not important for the point of this
verse.

116 See for example Arai’s article (1978) on Jaina kingship in Prabandhacintamani, in which Kumarapala
is imagined as a second Vikramaditya, with whom Mertunga’s story collection begins.
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This verse purposefully contrasts Hammira’s legendary story with these other well-
known heroes of the time. Importantly, Hammira’s portrayal in Nayacandra’s poem is
strikingly similar to the flawed kingship that was associated with rulers like Prthviraja
and Jayacandra, the topic of his play Rambhamarijart. This play explicitly presents itself as
the enactment of the prabandha of Jayacandra, and his legendary amorous exploits (linked
to his defeat). Like HMK, the play is clearly only deceitfully framed as an homage to
Jayacandra’s unsurpassed greatness. Its plot, culminating in a long amorous and sleepless
nights with his queens, clearly hints at Jayacandra’s fatal confusion and sleepiness,
resulting from his insatiable addiction to sexual pleasure. When the bards announce the
morning with their suprabhdatam ‘good morning’ verses, the king wakes up in confusion,
shouting “Oh! It has become morning indeed!” (aye jatam eva prabhatam), complaining
that from the night only unsatiety remains (atrpti-Sesa).”

The verse quoted above can be read as a reminder about HMK’s engagement with an
emerging literary tradition about famous, though foolish tragic-historical heroes like
Prthviraja and Jayacandra, as evident from the prabandha literature, or from other
collections like Vidyapati’s Purusapariksa, which also includes Jayacandra’s story as an
illustration of a hero whose example is not to be followed. "* The details and plots of the
stories differ, showing that there must have been many different, competing versions,
which offer various explanations regarding why and how they ended up dead. Every
story, however, has something that makes it unique, which makes it possible, for
example, to condense the stories of rulers like Prthviraja and Jayacandra to a single gist,
based on a defining character trait or other elements. For Hammira this became his
stubbornness (hatha), a rather ambiguous heroic ‘quality’ which in HMK and later poems
is precisely what caused him posthumous blame. The tragedy of Jayacandra is typically
linked to his infatuation with one of his wives, who eventually betrays him. The stories
about Prthviraja links his defeat to a tragic process set in motion by the Chauhan king’s
unjust treatment of his minister, while emphasizing his excessive sleepiness before the
fatal encounter with Muhammad Ghori.™ Yet, despite the slightly different gist in each

117.3.22 in edtion of Poddar 1976.

8 Jayacandra’s story is narrated in Merutunga’s Prabandhacintamani, Jinabhadra’s Prabandhavali and
Rajasekhara’s Prabandhakosa. His story is also found in two stories of Vidyapati’s Purusapariksa. Interestingly,
Jayacandra is praised in the beginning of the story collection (in tale three) as the greatest ruler of the time,
who was deemed invincible. However, he seems to retell his story at the end of his collection in tale 41, as
part of the counter-example stories, where he is cast as “the infatuate man enslaved by women” (stri-vasyo
ghasmara). Similar to the prabandhas, Vidyapati’s version of Jayacandra juxtaposes the foolishness and
cowardice of the king with the intelligence and bravery of his minister, Vidyadhara, the king of ministers,
who emerges as the real hero of the story.

119 See Talbot 2016: 50-6, for a recent discussion of these narratives as precursors to the Prthvirgjaraso.
Prthviraja’s story is only told at some length in Jinabhadra’s and Merutungas collection, but his defeat is also
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story, there seems to be a general template, that also extends to the stories about other
rulers in the prabandha collections. Typically, the kings are critiqued for neglecting their
royal duties, their insatiable greed, over-confidence, obsession with glory, martial or
sexual pleasure, and especially for their unwillingness to listen to or accept the advice of
their ministers or poets, whom they insult, or worse, imprison or kill. In fact, many of the
individual prabandhas of kings, seem actually more to revolve around the unfortunate fate
of their poets or ministers, just like in HMK.

It is clear from both Indic and Persian texts that the tragic stories of Prthviraja and
Jayacandra came to symbolize the start of a new era, the start of Sultanate rule, at least
during the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. And despite later heroic transformations
(like in the Prthvirdjaraso), they continued to be remembered as utterly foolish kings,
whose examples were perhaps not really meant to evoke emulation. In short, Prthviraja
came to be associated, with an excessive sleepiness and violent attitude toward his
ministers, and his rival Jayacandra with his pleasure-addiction and cowardice. The
prabandhas reveal how probably sometime during the fifteenth century, and perhaps
earlier, authors began to link and mix the stories of Jayacandra and Prthviraja, as a story
about the conflict between two powerful, but utterly foolish and unsuccessful rulers, who
both ended up losing against Shahabuddin.* The linking of both Jayacandra and

referred to in other collections, as in the Vastupalaprabandha in Rajasekhara’s Prabandhakosa. In Merutunga’s
account he cuts off the ears of his minister called Somes$vara, because he wrongly thinks (bhrantyd, Jinavijaya
1933: 117) he went over to the side of the enemy. Ironically, it is precisely this cruel conduct which makes
his minister actually go over to the enemy, and take revenge. This is very similar to how Nayacandra models
the story of Hammira (but not that of Prthviraja!). The overall template is also similar to the story told in
the story of Prthviraja preserved in the Purdatanaprabandhasangraha (tale 40), where Prthviraja’s minister is
called Kaimbasa. He must have been an historical figure for he figures as the chief minister in Jayanaka’s
patron-centered epic Prthvirdjavijaya.

120 The epic tradition of the raso seems to literally grow out the many stories surrounding Prthvirdja
and Jayacandra as they are preserved in the prabandha literature. As Cynthia Talbot demonstrates in her
book on Prthviraja (2016) they both came to embody the shared heroic past of various Rajput elites from the
sixteenth century onwards. Talbot emphasizes that a shift toward a much more positive portrayal took place
with the composition of Prthvirdjaraso, in which Prthviraja is presented as the epitome of Indian warriorhood
(2016: 66-8). But this heroic transformation of Prthviraja and Jayacandra, which appears to take off around
the fifteenth century, doesn’t happen without losing their former status as kings who are entirely unfit for
kingship, which in some episodes seems to be dramatically reinforced.

2 Thus, the prabandha of Prthvir3ja, tale 40, is linked to the prabandha about Jayacandra, tale 41
from the Prabandhavali (1234, but from a manuscript dated in 1470, ed. Jinavijaya 1936). In the prabandha of
Jayacandra we learn that the king of Kannauj is overjoyed at the death of his enemy Prthviraja. He intends
to expand his power and starts festivities, We learn that his wise minister does not partake in these
celebrations, because he was reflecting on the death of Prthviraja and occupied with the kings’ affairs. He
confronts the king with his inappropriate joy, indicating that what happened to Prthvirdja could happen to
him too.
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Prthviraja’s tragic story becomes the main focus of the cycle of poems known as the
Prthvirgjardso (from the Mughal period), ascribed to the bard Cand, who is presented as
the king’s highly critical court poet, just like in the prabandhas. It is worth quoting how
Pritchett summarizes the plot of Prthvirgjaraso:

“From an arrogant, powerful, glorious king, shooting down a loyal friend made helpless by sexual
passion, he becomes a helpless, weak, blinded captive, ruined largely by his own sexual passion.
The change in his condition is elegantly expressed by images of light and darkness, sight and

blindness.”***

The point I want to emphasize is that unlike Prthviraja’s gradual - but also limited - heroic
transformation, the story of his later descendant Hammira took off as story of remarkable
heroism from the very start. As1highlighted earlier, it seems that Hammira’s remembrance
took a different, more positive turn right after his defeat against Alauddin Khalji. In the
early fifteenth century, indeed, Hammira’s story may have been signified something quite
different. Hammira came to embody the stubborn resistance to (the expansion of)
Sultanate rule, and not the start of Sultanate rule as the tale of his predecessor Prthviraja
and his rival Jayacandra. This might be one of the reasons why it is the ‘sattvic’ Hammira
- and not sleepy Prthviraja and Jayacandra - who repeatedly emerges as an example in
the many historical poems composed from the fifteenth century onwards, when local
chiefs started to revolt against Sultanate rule, and (re)claim autonomy. Put differently,
Hammira’s heroic story predates the heroic transformation of Prthviraja, which somewhat
ironically seems to take off with Nayacandra’s poem.

The reason why I'm mentioning all this, together with Nayacandra’s indebtedness to
the prabandha literature, is because it gives insight into the way HMK can be said to invert
historical memories. Nayacandra seems to impose the more critical story or ‘prabandha-
template’ on his rendering of Hammira’s story, while seemingly restoring the
remembrance of Prthviraja, who unlike the sattvic Hammira became remembered as a
‘sleepy’ king from the very start, perhaps even during his life time. > In the third canto
Nayacandra thus portrays Prthviraja, more or less, as an admirable warrior-king, a
brilliant warrior who vows to give protection to those who seek refuge. Unfortunately,

122 pritchett 1980: 72.

123 The critique of Prthviraja’s sleepiness goes back very early. The poet Laksmidhara in the colophon
of his Virudha-vidhi-vidhvamsa (early 13th c.) speaks about how his grandfather Skanda served as the general
in Prthviraja’s army during the battle with the (Ghurid) Turks, explaining that the Saka king defeated
Prthviraja “whose mind had sunk down in the vice of sleep” (nidra-vyasana-sanna-dhih) (- the Sanskrit text is
quoted from Sharma 1975: 86, n69.) The critique of Prthvirdja’s drowsiness before his final encounter with
Shahabuddin seems implicit too in the two final cantos of Jayanaka’s Prthvirajavijaya, which must have been
composed right before or after his fatal defeat in 1192. I plan to continue my work on this text in a later
project.
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some of Prthviraja’s men chose to betray him, which made it easy for Shahabuddin to
defeat the Chauhan king. This story line is more or less what the reader may have
expected to be the case of Hammira’s story. As discussed before, Nayacandra purposefully
(but audibly) leaves out the more explicit and well-known criticism about Prthviraja as
an ignorant and sleepy ruler, who acted unjustly toward his loyal minister.

What seems to happen in HMK is that Nayacandra purposefully displaces the critique
associated with kings like Prthviraja to his account of the main protagonist Hammira,
who was remembered much more positively at the time. Like Prthviraja in the prabandhas,
‘sattvic’ Hammira is portrayed as an ignorant ruler who mutilates and insults his loyal and
intelligent ministers. Without any justification he blinds and castrates his intelligent
minister Dharmasimha, “Lion Dharma”. He later insults and replaces his loyal minister
and half-brother Bhojadeva - perhaps a nod to the famous poet-king Bhoja of Dhar - by a
man named Ratipala, “Sex Protector”. Like in the prabandha collections, the unjustly
treated ministers or poets turn away from the court. And some of them become intent on
avenging the injustice done to them.

Put differently, in HMK sleepy Prthviraja becomes sattvic Hammira, and vice versa. But
the poetic effect doesn’t really come down to a purification of Prthviraja’s name (the
omitted elements can be felt). It seems rather the case that the poem playfully displaces
the traditional elements of Prthviraja’s story to that of Hammira. In short, Nayacandra’s
poem seems to deliberately and playfully invert historical memories.

5.8 Conclusion

Nayacandra’s HMK is clearly not just a political eulogy that legitimates Chauhan or Tomar
rule, but rather a complex, multi-dimensional literary work, revealing a strong concern
to expose the fatal self-deluding tendency of virile heroism. This doesn’t mean that the
poem didn’t serve a political purpose. In a courtly context where prestige is gained by
attracting famous poets and scholars, and defeating those from other courts, literary
activity is always intertwined with the political sphere. For sure, the presentation of a
prestigious Sanskrit court epic itself must have lent luster to the Tomar court. At least if
we assume it was composed for the Tomar king, and not to ‘defeat’ his courtiers in a
literary contest, perhaps as the representative of a Chauhan patron. I have indicated how
Nayacandra seems to be purposefully ambiguous about the context of patronage. And this
ambiguity fits well with the many subversive edges of HMK. Nayacandra doesn’t seem to
grant anyone fulsome praise, not a patron, and certainly not the heroes of his poem. In
fact, he makes it clear - in his signature playful way - that he chose to compose a poem
about Hammira, out of free will (kamam), nudged by the Chauhan king himself in a dream,
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as it were to retell his life story, and in order to ‘please’- or indeed tease - those kings who
love heroic tales like that of the legendary Hammira, arguably one of the most popular
historical heroes of the time. In the introduction, by contrast, we learned that Nayacandra
intended to purify, or indeed awaken the royal class, with his great poem of the last
Chauhan king.

By paying close attention to the playful framing of the work, and by taking seriously
the author’s claim as to the newness of his poem, I have tried to show how HMK can be
read as a subversive response to more overtly heroic presentations of Hammira at the
time. In his self-proclaimed new poem Nayacandra hollows out the traditional heroic core
of Hammira’s legend and subsumes it into a much grander, deeply tragic narrative about
the downfall of a famous dynastic power. Nayacandra’s poem subtly builds up to an
inversion of the traditional heroic core by starting with a canto (nine) that radically
undermines Hammira’s selfless character. The storyline of blinding and castrating “Lion
Dharma”, and the deliberate postponing and hollowing out of Hammira’s heroic vow is
probably unique to Nayacandra’s version of the Hammira legend. Although Nayacandra
blurs the boundaries between ‘good protagonist’ and ‘bad antagonist’, a constant
opposition plays out between Hammira’s blind support for virile, masculine warriors and
his mistreatment of wise men. This is exemplified by the story surrounding the
contrasting duo’s Dharmasimha-Bhimasimha and Bhoja-Ratipala. We may ultimately
sympathize more with the victims of Hammira’s self-defeating delusion, than with
Hammira himself and those warriors he celebrates as the paragons of virile masculinity,
including the ‘traditional” heroes Mahimasahi and Jaja. The ill-fated Bhojadeva (perhaps
a nod to the king-poet Bhoja of Dhar) appears to take over the traditional role of the
Mongol Mahimasahi, whereas Virama (perhaps a nod to Nayacandra’s patron) takes over
the centrality of the famous warrior Jaja.

Taken as a unified aesthetic whole, driven by an ambiguous thematic question about
the king’s relation to Royal Fortune (rajya-sri), Nayacandra’s poem clearly drives home
his ‘point’ that the traditional (kila) idea of Hammira as the epitome of selfless courage
(sattva) is a highly debatable, potential delusional vision, worth questioning, rather than
praising. Treason or defeat may not just befall virile rulers like Hammira, but is rather
caused by their foolish, inconsiderate acts. This is the reason why Royal Fortune abandons
her royal husbands. And this is the author’s own emphasis throughout HMK. * It’s not
because Hammira blames the traitors for the downfall of his kingdom, that the author
himself does so, as historians like Bednar and Sreenivasan seem to assert.'

124V erse 8.74-75, for example, part of the ominous speech of Hammira’s father, make clear that Laksmi
will abandon a king who lacks right discernment (viveka) and mistreats their subjects.
125 Sreenivasan (2002: 288) and Bednar (2007: 207; 2017: 604).
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While undermining and inverting the heroic core of the traditional story, Nayacandra
repeatedly questions the effectiveness of valorous heroism (vikrama). He has his
characters state so explicitly, like Ulugh Khan who says that experts on policy (niti) do
not praise valor (vikrama). HMK shows that the main heroes who take “vows of heroism”
are subjected to states of delusion (moha), stupor and misperception.? Although they
don’t fear death, their actions appear to be driven by a fear to be shamed and blamed by
future generations.”” By contrast, the fearful but more thoughtful and skillful antagonists
are said to never err or fall victim to delusion (muhyanti, Jalaluddin in 4.104 and Alauddin
in 13.72). Unlike the fearless but sleepy protagonists, they remember and learn from their
past defeats.” Interestingly, Ulugh Khan’s rejection of heroic strength, resonates with the
message from an earlier story about the Chauhan minister-turned-king Vagbhata, “the
warrior of insight” (pratibha-bhatah, 4.94), who saved the kingdom by resorting to
deceitful stratagem, instead of force. He is the only Chauhan ‘king’ who doesn’t succumb
to tragic blindness, illustrating one of the poem’s defining themes, namely that wisdom
or wakefulness is the only successful component for securing Royal Fortune.””

Arguably, Nayacandra was the first poet to deliberately, and ingeniously, model
Hammira’s story on that of the sleepy and blind Prthviraja. Presumably, Nayacandra went
against the stream at the time by presenting the story of Hammira’s resistance not as a
heroic act of goodness or selfless courage (sattva), but as the extension or tragi-comic
repetition of Prthvirdja’s less admirable sleepy kingship. In Nayacandra’s zoomed-out
historical ‘dream-vision’ the fall of Hammira’s Ranthambhor becomes a variation of the
fall of Prthviraja’s Ajmer. In Nayacandra’s patterned vision of Chauhan history, where
everything repeats itself in different variations and transformations, we may get the
impression that Hammira’s resistance was potentially more stupid, precisely because he
repeats the mistakes of his predecessors. In Nayacandra’s epic Hammira is indeed
explicitly warned by his father Jaitrasimha to not start a conflict (kali) with the more

12 Including Mahimasahi’s ‘heroic act’ of slaying his wives and children to prove his loyalty, discussed
in the previous chapter.

127 This is made very explicit in canto three through the words of Udayaraja, an ally of Prthviraja, who
reflects “If 1 go away, Shame will joyfully play in my gauda-clan” (...ced vrajami kridam vrida kalayati tada gauda-
gotre sukham me, 3.68). The obsession with future fame becomes very explicit in Hammira’s speech to his
daughter, where he rebukes her arguments about the importance of protecting the kingdom, saying that a
man should only acquire “fame and dharma” (kirtim dharmam ca, 13.125). See my discussion of this episode
in the previous chapter.

2 In verse 3.53 we learn that the experience of fear resulting from his former defeat makes
Shahabuddin resort to deceitful stratagem, just like Ulugh Khan’ deceitful plan results from “remembering
the fear experienced earlier” (piirvanubhiita-bhi-samsmaranad, 11.19).

2 This is also repeatedly emphasized in Jaitrasimha’s lecture on kingship in the eighth canto
(especially in v.8.80-85).
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powerful Saka king, who like Visnu, operates predominantly through ‘playful deceit’
(lasac-chalena, 8.103).

Finally, we may wonder how an audience of Tomar or Chauhan royals received
Nayacandra’s version of Chauhan history and the shifting of power balances with the
advent of Sultanate (Saka) rule. The Tomars, for example, may have fancied a role in the
poet’s grand history, or at least some verses of praise. Or perhaps there were people
present who claimed descent from Prthviraja and Hammira’s famous lineage. But
Nayacandra’s poem seems to purposefully cancel out such perspectives. In HMK the
Tomars are denied a place in the history of Chauhan rule (which is somehow presented
as a history of North India) and he makes clear that the Chauhans of Prthviraja/Hammira’s
famous branch left no heirs. Without wanting or knowing it, Hammira ends up being
remembered as the last sleepy Chauhan king - in Nayacandra’s poem at least - who caused
the complete destruction of the once illustrious Chauhan dynasty.

265






Chapter 6 Conclusion: Old models, new stories,
great poems

6.1 Shaking movements, intertextual play and temporal
depth

This study has tried to elucidate the aesthetic goals and distinct poetic character of
Nayacandra Stri’s Hammira-mahakavya (HMK), a relatively well-known and much-cited
specimen of historical kdvya. It is one of those many historical poems - belonging to a
potentially larger movement of South Asian historical literature - that has attracted
considerable historiographical interest in the past decades, but has remained
undervalued as literature or poetry, worthy of interest in its own right. My close literary
reading of HMK was partly conceived as an answer to a call made by acclaimed historians
like Cynthia Talbot and Romila Thapar. In their historiographical work they have both
addressed the need for a more fine-grained literary and comparative analysis of such
complex literary works, to understand what they are “actually saying”.' This, of course,
means treating HMK, and many thematically related Rajput poems, as aesthetic objects.
Reading these epic poems as literature also means playing along with the text, from
beginning to end, while attempting to grasp their literary effects on the reader - many of
which resist categorization in both etic and emic theoretical frameworks. Below I will
recapitulate some of the most defining and striking characteristics of HMK’s aesthetic. In
addition, this study has tried to give insight into the cultural-historical significance of the
Hammira legend itself, which finds its first full-fledged literary expression in
Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic. In recapitulating my insights, I will try to address how my
close literary reading of HMK may have broader implications for our understanding of
historical kavya and the literary appeal of the Rajput tale itself.

! Thapar 2005: 130; and Talbot in her forthcoming article, which she generously shared with me.
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Let me start by making explicit, once more, that this study, in the first place, has sought
contribute to a recent and ongoing scholarly trend to revalidate individual works from
the tradition of Sanskrit kavya. Many of the contributors to the recent edited volume
Innovations and Turning Points: toward a history of kavya literature have made a strong plea
for the importance of reading and rereading the great works of Sanskrit literature in
order to make possible a much-needed sympathetic history of Sanskrit ‘belles lettres’
(kavya).: Only by continuing such efforts it may be possible not only to rewrite and
revalidate the history of South Asian literature, but also to make a stronger appeal to the
‘Global Turn’ in literary studies. This is another much-needed trend to counter
Eurocentric perspectives on all sorts of issues pertaining to literary theory, and debates
about what counts as ‘World literature’.

My research was partly conceived to complicate the conclusions drawn from earlier
historiographical readings of Nayacandra’s epic and the Hammira story itself, and the
applied socio-political mode of analysis. I have occasionally addressed the limits of this
approach to literature. Many earlier readings thus tend to classify and implicitly
denounce heroic and historical poems like HMK as political, idealizing literature,
sponsored to promote the ideals and values of ‘Rajputizing’ elites, like the fifteenth
century Tomar rulers of Gwalior who may have been in need of legitimizing narratives to
make claims to ksatriya or Rajput status. My close literary analysis of HMK has sought to
complicate this view. By paying close attention to the non-serious ‘poetical chaff’ - to use
an earlier Orientalist vision on historical poems like Nayacandra’s Hammira poem - I have
argued that the poem is deeply playful and tragic in spirit, and potentially subversive in
its message.

How do we define, or make sense of playfulness and tragedy in a historical poem like
HMK, which after all is indeed framed as a biographical eulogy (carita) and praise poem
(stavana) about the greatest ruler of all times? How do we make sense of this profound
tension or unsettling incongruity between format and content? These were some of the
guiding questions in my reading of the poem, which have troubled many earlier readers
of HMK. Most of them settled for downplaying the significance of the critical, unheroic
parts. In concluding this dissertation I will again address this issue by elaborating on what
I identified as the connection between Nayacandra’s vision on poetry as playful
movement, his concern with intertextual play, and his intention to make a new poem of
Hammira, and perhaps also new kind of Sanskrit epic, a tragic-historical poem.

HMK’s profoundly playful and intertextual poetics is certainly not an isolated case in
the ‘late’ tradition of Sanskrit poetry. In the introduction I drew attention to how Yigal
Bronner and David Shulman have postulated that Sanskrit poetry in the ‘vernacular

2Bronner et al. 2014.
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millennium’ is deeply concerned with effecting a kind of restless, multi-directional
movement between different layers and intertextual canons.’ Arguing against Sheldon
Pollock’s thesis about the dying vitality of post 1000-AD Sanskrit literature, they show
that Sanskrit kavya didn’t lose its creative force with the emergence of vernacular
literature. Rather, it continues to renew itself, through intertextual play, in a profound
engagement with the poets of old and the new vernacular literatures. In doing so, they
acquire an extraordinary temporal richness, literary complexity. I have argued that many
of their observations about the new aesthetic of ‘late’ Sanskrit poetry in South India
applies to Nayacandra’s poetry. It may therefore also be the case in many other Sanskrit
historical poems from North India, which remain to be read from a more literary
perspective.

We have seen in chapter one how Nayacandra thematizes the interconnection between
playful movement, intertextual play and innovation in one of HMK’s final verses, where
he addresses the context of his composition. He ‘explains’, while alluding to a famous
verse from Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, that his mind was “shaken by a play of rashness”
(capala-keli-dolita, 14.43) when he heard the courtiers of Virama Tomar proclaim that no
one will make a Sanskrit poem like the poets of old. Nayacandra was playfully ‘shaken’
into making a new poem of king Hammira by adopting and adapting older poetic models.
I have been arguing throughout this dissertation that a restless back-and-forth
movement - denoted by the conception of play (keli), words like dolita “shaken, swung”,
and “the multi-valent word capala “rashness, fickleness, unsteadiness, instability” -
underlies Nayacandra’s composition as a whole. A playful back-and-forth movement
expresses itself as theme and overall poetic effect on the reader. A structural analysis of
HMK as a whole shows that Nayacandra’s verses repeatedly move between different
perspectives, narrative modes, earlier intertextual models, and the Hammira story itself,
with occasional nods to his own historical present. Below I will further concretize these
points.

I will start by recapitulating how this effects the narrative flow itself. Nayacandra
typically first creates an ideal description of the protagonists as exemplary rulers,
employing the stock imagery of royal panegyric, often purposefully alluding to verses
from other kavyas. As the panegyric mode “thickens” to an extreme, the poem shifts to a
tragic mode in which we get the actualized narrative of the protagonists’ kingship,
cracking and sometimes reversing the formerly established spotless, idealized image.!
The tragic turn is often announced by the indefinite (but ominous) time marker “the

* Bronner and Shulman 2006.
* The use of “thickening” is adopted from Bronner 2010, showing how in Bilhana’s
Vikramarikadevacarita the panegyric frame sometimes “collapses under its own weight” (p. 471).
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other day” (anyadad, anyedyus).> When hearing this temporal marker, the reader knows
that the preceding idealization will fall apart.

One could argue, of course, that the eulogistic mode and framing renders the tragic
content less tragic. This is what scholars like Michael Bednar seem to be arguing when
stating that tragic-heroic plots of Rajput tales transform the protagonist’s defeat into a
heroic success.¢ I have tried to demonstrate that a closer reading of HMK reveals that the
transformation works most powerfully in the other direction. Nayacandra plays with the
surface story, as it were exposing the human tendency to transform humiliating defeat
into a story of success. The tragic mode tends to undermine or hollow out the significance
of the heroic rhetoric and the truth value of the Rajput perspective. The eulogistic format
(and episodes of praise) and tragic content are at play with one another, and clearly affect
each other in their tense and tenuous relationship. Idealistic descriptions thus seem to
purposefully build up a tragic suspense by having the reader eagerly await the inevitable
tragic turn. The eulogistic part therefore doesn’t downplay the tragedy of the story, but
the other way around. What follows the tragic turn undermines the grandeur of the
preceding part, in which ‘cracks’ are subtly intimated, appearing to function as wake-up
calls that signal the inevitable reversal of fortunes. It is therefore the tragic part that
draws the attention, and, as it were, awakens the reader from the illusory, world of ideals.
Interestingly, it is often in the ‘idealizing’ mode that the verses become deeply
intertextual. These verses, then, are not so much about the glorious deeds of heroes, but
about poetry itself.

What adds to the tragic intensity is HMK’s concern with patterns and repetitions. I
explained how the tragic turn in the Chauhan’s history takes off with the story of ‘sleepy’
Prthvirdja in canto three. The well-known story of his defeat - with the audible silences
about the more negative side of his story - replicates itself throughout the poem. The
tragic-heroic motifs introduced in the story of Prthviraja - the blindness, deafness,
sleepiness, delusion, childishness, recklessness, arrogance, etc. - become more
pronounced as the poem moves towards the tragic finale with the kingship of Hammira,
the last ‘sleepy’ Chauhan ruler. What I called a ‘triumph-turned-defeat’ narrative logic
becomes a refrain in the poem, sounding louder and louder as we proceed through the
Chauhan’s meandering history, and the accompanying alternation between eulogistic
and tragic modes. The same phrases and ironies - like the reversal involving Prthviraja’s
dancing horse Natambha “Beginning of Dance”- literally resonate and reverberate
throughout the poem, in ever new variations. It creates a playful dynamic in the poem,

5 Thus after v.4.2 (Hariraja), 4.48 (Prahladana), 4.82 (Viranarayana), and 9.76 (Hammira).
¢ Bednar 2007 and 2017.
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which repeatedly draws the reader into a fantasy world of ideals, and then pulls him out,
waking him up from the illusory, timeless nature of the panegyric mode.

Inspired by Shulman’s reading of Raghuvamsa, I have tried to show how and “why the
poem reproduces itself so consistently, and why each episode subtly reenacts the
rhythms of its predecessors.”” I indicated in chapter three how in HMK too this might
have much to do with “time’s shifting power”, how history repeats itself tragically (and
comically) in the dangerous transfer of kingship’s brilliant fortune (Sri) from father to
son.® But in HMK this pattern is modelled in its own, arguably, innovative and deeply
ironic tragic-historical and intertextual mode. The episodes in HMK not only consistently
replicate themselves in ever new variations, but purposefully sound like the episodes of
many other texts. This seems to be an important feature of the Sanskrit literary tradition
as a whole, as shown in Yigal Bronner’s work on the poetic device (and ideal) of
“simultaneous narration” (slesa) in Sanskrit kavya.’ We have seen in chapter two how the
start of Prthviraja’s conflict is entirely modeled on the second canto of Kalidasa’s
Kumarasambhava, but with purposeful inversions. Similarly, Hammira appears to start his
career as the sleepy Aja from Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, but unlike Aja, the Chauhan king
never truly wakes up.

The repeated resonances with Kalidasa's poetry purposefully clash with other
narrative templates which Nayacandra ingeniously blends into his version of Chauhan
history, like the prabandha literature or the Paficatantra narrative material, with its
humorous elements and tragic plot lines.* This is not just intertextual jugglery for the
sake of intertextual play, or for showing off erudition. Nayacandra embeds Hammira story
into a deep and rich intertextual conversation. I have tried to suggest that the repeated
resonances and dissonances with other texts demand a new engagement and deeper
involvement with the more ‘popular’ significance of Hammira’s story. For example,
through its modelling on Raghuvamsa, Nayacandra’s version of Hammira can be read as a
story about the difficulties of preserving the dynastic lineage, which ends with the tragic
kingship of Hammira. Through the repeated allusions to Mahabharata imagery, especially
the dice game perhaps, the story of Hammira can be read as a variation of the tragic,

7 Shulman 2014: 68.

¢ The use of “shifting power” is adopted from Shulman’s translation of a verse from Kalidasa’s
Raghuvamsa (ibid.).

° Bronner 2010. He explains how the masking device of slesa, the poetic “embrace”, is used to “reflect
on the nature and capacities of poetry as a heightened form of language in disguise, where the words of one
poem always stand for those of another.” (p.89). He explains how poets use this device to “demonstrate how
the epics themselves the most important source of Sanskrit kdvya, consists of episodes that constantly
replicate, predict, and assume one another.” (p. 89).

19 This corresponds with some of Daud Ali’s observations on the mixing of narrative styles between
katha and mahdkdvya in his article on resemblances between the prabandha literature of Western India and
the Rajatarargini tradition of Kashmir (2013).
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apocalyptic Mahabharata war. Or through the subtext story of the Owl and the Crows,
evoked by Hammira himself (as we have seen in chapter four), HMK can said to be about
the ever-rotating cycle of fortune and misfortune, peace and war, (in)justice and
retaliation - and the horror it afflicts on the people. A king like Hammtra thus appears to
play the role of the day-blind Owl king in Paficatantra. This is another way to look at the
ever-repeating triumph-turned-defeat logic.

The possibilities for interpretation, for making sense of Hammira’s tragedy, become
infinite. Nayacandra’s author thus plays with the same themes, symbolic imagery and
effects from his intertexts, but applied to Hammira’s story they might acquire subtle, but
significant differences. Therefore, to fully understand the significance of Nayacandra’s
intertextual play one needs to know what these other texts are about, or what their verses
try to say. Nayacandra’s poem goes back and forth between the verses of his own poetry
- and the story of the Chauhans - and other texts. The challenge is not only to notice the
nods - and thus know the intertexts - but to identify the nature of Nayacandra’s
intertextual play, and how it effects his rendering of Chauhan history. In some cases,
Nayacandra’s engagement with other textual models might border on being a parody,
especially I suggested, in adopting the patron-centred epic as the format. I have tried to
demonstrate this in my discussion of the over-the-top hyperbolic framing in the prologue
(chapter one), the playful insertion of the ‘illegitimate heir problem’ and Jaitrasimha’s
fatal dream-vision episode in canto eight (chapter three), and the verse about
Nayacandra’s own dream-vision, in which he tells that he composed his poem willingly
(chapter five).

Such parodic features appear to be a typical feature of kavya literature - and of
literature in general, of course - from its very beginning. Gary Tubb, for example, has
suggested that Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava can be read as a “parody of a parody”, showing
the poem’s playful engagement with Asvaghosa’s epic poems about Buddhist themes.

Although there might be religious motivations underlying Nayacandra’s treatment of
his heroic subject, it can be useful to read the poem as a literary work, regardless of the
religious orientation of the author. I want to emphasize that Nayacandra, even though he
was a Jain monk, did not intend to write a Jain poem for a Jain community or to instruct
anon-Jain community with a ‘Jain version’ of the Hammira legend. This doesn’t mean, of
course, that his identity as a Jain monk and the religious-philosophical views underlying
the Jain tradition did not influence the way he presented his heroic subject. (There are
often clear Jain accents.) Given my analysis of Nayacandra’s poem as Mahabharata-like in
its tragic development or prabandha-like in its criticism, it is tempting to classify HMK as
a $anta rasa (the aesthetic mood of quietism), inspiring the audience to turn away from

1 Tubb 2014: 77.

272



the world, and focus on the goal of liberation (moksa).” This interpretation would
underwrite Anne Monius’ claim that Jain kavya, like “all Jain narratives” ultimately
intends to evoke this mood of quiescence. She calls santa rasa the “Jain poetic telos”.»
Interestingly, she argues that Jain authors typically achieve this through comedy, or anti-
heroic and anti-erotic comic modes, that are prevalent in Jain literature.*

I have shown that comic modes, as well as anti-heroic and anti-erotic modes, are
clearly present in Nayacandra’s HMK. But just like classifying Nayacandra’s Hammira
poem as a ‘heroic poem’ (vira kavya) doesn’t help us with interpreting the kind of heroism
Nayacandra’s heroes embody, so does the category ‘Jain poem’ with a Santa rasa telos
doesn’t really do justice to the effect created by the playful, multi-directional movements
that operate throughout HMK - and never fully come to rest. Poets - regardless of their
religious affiliation- seemed to have shared the idea that the experience of poetry is
analogous to a religious experience, or indeed superior to it as a means to ‘taste’ ultimate
reality.” In that sense we could say that Nayacandra’s concern with exploring multiple,
contradictory perspectives on Hammira’s tragedy may be rooted in the Jain view on the
multi-faceted nature of reality (anekantavada). Nayacandra can be said to use the popular
Hammira story to give a glimpse of the way reality - manifesting itself in the tragic
history of the Chauhan dynasty- can only be understood from different, often conflicting
perspectives. A great poem like HMK, much more than any real-life event or more one-
dimensional stories, may be capable of generating the kind of experience in which the

21t is worth mentioning in this regard that the prologue of HMK indeed urges the reader to turn his
or her attention to $iva-sri, ‘auspicious Splendor’, with the commentary glossing this as moksa-laksmi
“Fortune of Liberation”, explaining that the “seed” (of the poem?) is the $anta rasa, leading to the cessation
of “thirsting” (rasas cdtra $antas trsna-ksayam bijam, commentary to the opening verse of HMK).

13 Monius 2015: 162-3. 1 would still argue that Nayacandra belongs to a strand of Jain poets who didn’t
want to convey a ‘Jain message’, like one of the model poets he evokes, the Jain poet Amaracandra, as I
discuss below.

14 Cf. also Peter Fliigel (2010), writing how the “core strategy of Jain narratives” consists in the
“prevalence of intentionally polyvalent language usage and the technique of disguising moral teachings in
the cloak of popular story motifs.” (p. 371) This intended multivocality is principally typified as “the
relationship between deceptive surface meaning and hidden truth” (p. 372). The surface meaning in these
conversion stories is used to attract the audience, often by making use of love stories (kama kathd). It
interesting to note how Fliigel himself quotes the apt remark by the renowned Jain scholar Jagdish Chandra
Jain, that “[s]ometimes the disguise is so good ... that the moral or teaching element ... is difficult to find” (p.
374).

' On this point see for example Pollock (2016: 24), noting the influence of Vedantic philosophy on
Indian aesthetics; and Granoff (2014: 545), applying it to her analysis of Bilhana’s play Karnasundari,

s

connecting it to other ““philosophical” plays that use traditional themes to explore the nature of reality”
(p. 546). Bronner and Shulman (2006) have also pointed out that the kind of temporal richness in late Sanskrit

kavya can be employed to serve an “experiential, religious purpose” (p.22).

273



reader or listener may grasp, or indeed, experience the flow of life in all its confusing,
whirling complexity and contradictions.

For example, as we have seen in chapter five, it is through the story of Hammira’s
blindness - culminating in his moment of tragic and limited hindsight at the end of the
penultimate canto - that the reader comes to fully realize the insight of the general
wisdom (arthantara-nyasa) of the first canto about the rejoicing, whirling Ocean, who is
unaware that the fire within him will burn him up: “everyone sees the fault in another,
but not in himself” (1.103). This idea might seem trivial, but it captures well the human
tendency to understand (and defend) the nature of reality of truth from one’s own
perspective. “The South Asian poet(-historian) is a ‘seer’ who understands the
interconnection of events, who sees the wider picture, and attempts to make the reader
understand what he sees, wake him up, in the case of HMK, by telling a story about a tragic
hero who never does.”

In one of her articles on the biographies of poets in the prabandha literature Phylis
Granoff explains that the poet’s ‘divine’ vision is a major topic in these texts, noting that
omniscience or liberation (kevala-jfiana) is often defined as the “direct knowledge of past,
future, and present.”® This corresponds with how a contemporary reader of HMK
experiences Nayacandra’s poem, as a kind of extraordinary mastery of reality or time
itself. Nayahamsa (writing a copy of HMK in 1485 CE, Firozpur) speaks of HMK as
resembling the creation of ultimate reality (sarge brahmanah) itself - surpassing what
Kalidasa achieved, in his assessment.” How does this poetic vision of reality look like?
Unlike the philosopher or theorist perhaps, the poet avoids defining his vision on reality
in explicit, unambiguous terms. The poet’s verses seek to bring alive (samjivana) the
images and stories he describes, as poetry does, by making semantic and non-semantic
features coincide into carefully crafted auditive and cognitive experiences. Through his
history of the Chauhan dynasty, and its complete destruction, Nayacandra attempts to
leave a deep impression of the workings of time as a most elusive, but all-pervasive,
paradoxical and playful force, which has no clear characteristics (a-laksya), but clearly
shapes and consumes everything in this world, as we have seen in chapter three. I have
indicated that it is the poet himself who forges time in his poem, like the ‘alchemist/yogi

e And it summarizes well that tragic aspect of life, the fact that we are always blind to the future, and
that the patterns of the past become visible only in retrospect. But even then, as the story of Hammira’s
tragedy shows, the egocentric perspective tends to cloud our vision, seeking to escape blame and personal
responsibility.

17Cf. also the discussion of Shonaleeka Kaul (2018: 42-45) about Kalhana’s self-presentation as a poet-
seer in his Rdjatarangini, having access to the truth, referring to other examples in poetic theory.

'® Granoff 1994: 193.

¥ In the second verse of Nayahamsa’s colophon, at the end of the fourteenth canto.
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of Time’ (kala-yogin, 13.145) in one of Nayacandra’s own suprabhdtam verses, deciding how
kings will be remembered.

Ultimately, the poem may be less about the undying fame of historical heroes like
Hammira, than it is about the undying vitality of Sanskrit poetry. In the words of the
copyist Nayahamsa, Nayacandra’s poem is like a life-giving poetic elixir:

In this world the poetry of the poet Nayacandra is a wonderful elixir (rasayanam).

When the wise savor it, master poets like Srtharsa come to life.

‘A dancing style’ (lalityam) like that of Amaracandra, and the ‘twisted style’ (vakrima) of Sriharsa,
in the poetry of Nayacandra we see the extraordinary combination of both.?

It is clear that Nayacandra belongs to the circle of admirers of Sriharsa’s famous
Naisadhiyacarita (late twelfth century), and its notoriously complex ‘twisted’ verses, which
despite their learnedness were also characterized, in the words of Deven Patel, by a
“magnificent nonseriousness”.”” A sixteenth-century commentator imagines Harsa as “a
hill that playfully sways in the waves of the nectar of rasa”, comparing the movement in
his verses to the mythological account of Mount Meru as the churning stick of the milky
ocean.” Patel, drawing on centuries of commentaries, shows how his poetry embodied a
new distinct, “truculent” voice that sought to “destabilize the very notions of what the
mahakavya genre (and kavya itself) was and could become”.” He notes that some indeed
rejected his poetic endeavor, but many admired its playful and bold style, always keen on
producing unexpected twists and reconfiguring conventions in unprecedented ways.
The other poet, the Jain poet Amaracandra belonging to the literary circle of Vastupala,
was also a celebrity in Nayacandra’s time, a Jain poet known for his non-Jain poetry.” He

» nayacandrakaveh kavyam rasayanam ihAdbhutam |

santah svadante jivante $rtharsadyah kaviévarah ||3||

lalityam amarasyéva $riharsasyéva vakrima |

nayacandrakaveh kavye drstam lokottaram dvayam ||4|

For my translation of lalityam as ‘dancing style’ I'm indebted to the apt translation of lalitya as dancing
in a verse about the style of Dandin, quoted in the introduction of Innovation and Turning Points (Bronner et
al. 2014: 4.)

2 patel 2014: 22.

2 ibid. 40

2 ibid. 45

% AK. Warder (2004: §6887), in discussing the poetry of Amaracandra Siiri, states that this poet, unlike
other Jain kavis, avoids direct religious teaching and was capable of composing a “real epic” with his famous
Balabharata (a reworking of the Mahabhdrata), staying true to the narrative as told by Vyasa. Given the
deliberate non-Jain orientation of Nayacandra’s work it might not be a coincidence that Nayacandra sees
Amaracandra as an example, mentioning him three times (14.28, 14.31 and 14.46). For a discussion of
Amaracandra’s work, see Warder 2004: §6780-6888, who also notes (p.604) that there’s a thirteenth century
statue of this poet in Anahilapataka.
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became known as ‘braid-sword’ Amaracandra (also in HMK, venikrpano ‘marah, 14.31),
referring to one of his good morning verses (suprabhatam). In this famous verse he
describes how at dawn, the braid of a young girl appears to take the form of a swaying
sword, when “churning the curd, with her restless eyes moving back and forth” (dadhi-
mathana-vilolal-lola-drg).” Such verses may contain strong meta-poetic statements about
what poetry does, as in Nayacandra’s verse about his being “shaken by a play of
restlessness” (capala-keli-dolita), and in many of his own good morning verses.

Nayacandra may have sought to outdo his contemporary colleagues in terms of
playfulness and literary complexity. He as it were ‘churns’ the popular story of Hammira
into the whirling, swaying and multi-directional flow of his poetry.” The reader, who
drinks in this flow, as the last verse tells us (14.46), is meant to experience ‘Amarata’ -
immortality or Amaracandra - while rolling back and forth (vibhrama), confusingly, on
the garland of Harsa - pleasure or Sriharsa.” The poem’s last verse, or word vibhrama, can
be said to recapitulate the meta-poetic, thematic and religious-philosophical point of the
first verse, and its deep intertextual make-up. It emphasized the importance of paying
attention to the eternally present principle of Sri, that playful, restless, beautiful and
beautifying Splendor, which is the “only cause behind the great rise of perpetual
awareness and bliss” (sadd-cid-ananda-mahddaydika-hetum), enjoying herself, again and
again, (ramramiti), like the female goose - the support of Sarasvati - in the purifying
water.

A view about the timelessness of poetry’s flow, which frames HMK as a whole, seems
to clash with the more tragic nature of the worldly time, and its effect on the fame of
kings. The brilliant fame of kings tends to darken as time progresses - a tragic tendency
that is partly in the hands of poets like Nayacandra -, whereas the poets of old really
continue to live on in their splendid verses, without losing their original vitality. The pre-
modern reader of Nayacandra’s work is clearly more interested in praising the
extraordinary skills of the poet, and the poem’s experiential effects, than in expressing

5 The verse is taken from the story of Amaracandra, as told in Rajasekhara’s Prabandhakosa (Jinavijaya
1935: 62, verse 175), where it is written that he composed this verse in his famous Balabhdrata. See Granoff
(1994:180-4, 189) for a translation and discussion of this story. She also (like Warder 2004: §6887) observes
that Amaracandra is presented as a Jain poet who refrains from emphasizing his religious identity. The verse
is also quoted in the anthology of Jalhana, as noted in Warder 2004: § 6889.

2 The imagery of poetry as an ocean-like fluid, which the poet ‘churns’ - like in the cosmogonic myth
of the churning of the ocean (to achieve the immortality nectar) - seems to be a common motif, as in a verse
from Bilhana’s Karnasundari (4.24), discussed and translated by Granoff 2014 (534): “Let me have by my side
a skillful poet, who has studied all of the branches of knowledge with ease; who is skilled in playfully
churning up the waters of the ocean of literature; who is the beloved of ornate speech, who composes a great
poem or its equal every day; who is known for his unwavering eloquence and has well-conceived designs.”

71 translated and discussed this verse in the first section of the first chapter.
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admiration for the heroic achievements of the poem’s (vain)glorious heroes.» All this
clearly adds to the overall temporal richness of HMK. While modelling the entire history
of the Chauhans - from its timeless origins in a mythological past, at the start of an aeon
(yuga, kalpa), to the point of Hammira’s death in 1301, and his ongoing remembrance in
the present and future - Nayacandra simultaneously brings alive the poets and
intertextual models of old. There is nothing static, one-dimensional or unidirectional
about Nayacandra’s great poem. This poetry in movement, poetry as play.

6.2 Ironies and tragedies of history: the subversive side of the
Hammira story

In order to move beyond deceiving classifications of HMK as praise poetry - and
thematically related works - I have proposed the label tragic-historical poetry, to stress
the marked difference with the tradition of patron-centered epic, to which it has a
somewhat parodic relation. It is tempting to classify HMK as a mere follow up to the
tradition of patron-centered poetry, where the narrative itself is much more prone to
function as a legitimizing story. I want to emphasize that it can be useful to understand
tragic-historical poems like HMK as an altogether new literary movement, in which the
great spread of the Hammira story itself may have played a significant part.

I contend that the over-emphasis on functionalistic approaches to ‘heroic poems’ like
HMK not only ignores the poem’s playful nature, but downplays the deeply tragic
development of the storyline. I would nevertheless agree with recent historiographical
analysis that the tragic-heroic plots of poems like HMK reflect the emergence of what
later becomes a Rajput warrior-ethos which glorifies heroic self-sacrifice.” But we need
to nuance the over-generalizing idea that historical poems like HMK promote such a
heroic ethos or legitimize the authority of Rajputizing elites. They might be provoking an
estrangement from their ideals, in HMK’s case, by presenting different, often opposing,
perspectives on who or what is to blame for the tragic defeat of the Chauhans.

I have demonstrated that the tragic plot is far more interesting, complex and
subversive than it is presented in the currently available religious, historiographical or

% This also corresponds with the commentator’s assessment who classifies the protagonist (ndyaka)
Hammira as the “vainglorious hero” (dhirdddhata, literally the hero whose “pride is firm”). He lists the
characteristics of the protagonist (nayaka) Hammira as follows: brave, self-interested, deceptive, boastful,
dishonest, wrathful, and proud ($iri matsari mayt vikatthanah chadmavan raudro ‘valipto dhiréddhatah).

» As argued in Bednar (2007 and 2017).
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socio-political readings of the HMK, which rarely go beyond the surface layer and frame.
The poem only looks like a one-dimensional political eulogy if we choose to ignore the
many ambiguities, paradoxical imagery, tragic ironies, and the deep symbolic - and often
intertextual - significance of characters like Suratrana “Sultan” (Hammira’s elder
brother, the legitimate heir to the throne), the virile general Bhimasimha “Lion Bhima”,
the unjustly blinded and castrated Dharmasimha “Lion Dharma”, the misfortunate
‘refugee’ Bhojadeva (probably a nod to the great poet-king Bhoja of Dhar) who plays the
counterpart of Mahimasahi, Ratipala “Protector of Pleasure” (Hammira’s favorite
general), the dancing girl Dharadevi “The Queen of Dhar”, Virama (probably a nod to
Nayacandra’s Tomar patron), and many others. Some of these characters explicitly
criticize the ‘Rajput perspective’, like Hammira’s wives and daughter who don’t want to
die for the sake of saving the king’s sense of honor. It is only when we choose to side with
Hammira’s own short-sighted perspective on his life story that the poem in which defeat
is transformed into a heroic success.

To recall the idea implicit in one of the opening verses in Bilhana’s eleventh century
historical poem, it is important to acknowledge the poet’s creative and potentially
subversive role in constructing historical memory.* Ultimately, it is the poet who decides
how a particular king is remembered. HMK reveals a similar concern to expose the hero’s
delusional desire to be famous, inserting similar meta-poetic statements about the poet’s
superior power to decide on matters of fame and blame. In HMK this happens mostly
through the story itself. A tragic hero like Hammira fails to see what the reader is
constantly aware of, namely that his pursuit of illustrious fame is not only at odds with
the all-important pursuit of Royal Fortune (rdjya-sri) - the well-fare of the kingdom and
its subjects - but that it has the effect of casting dark spots (kalarika) on his future
remembrance. Kings like Prthviraja and Hammira might indeed excel in their qualities as
valorous fighters and live up to the warrior-ideal (vira-vrata), but in their function as kings
- as protectors of their subjects (praja-pala), and husbands to Royal Fortune - they
consistently fail. In stories about tragic rulers like Prthviraja and Hammira the boundary
between fame, blame and infamy can become blurry, analogous to the moral ambiguity
surrounding the protagonists and antagonists in tragic poems like HMK. A much more
comparative and in-depth literary study of tragic-heroic histories like HMK is required if
we want to get insight into how seemingly similar texts might in fact be playfully
responding to each other, quoting each other and treating the same themes from
different, opposing perspectives.

HMK'’s author thus clearly engages with a tradition of Hammira stories that seems to
take the veneration of this historical hero more seriously. And he was probably not alone
in denouncing Hammira’s boldness as worthy of blame rather than fame. It is therefore

%0 As mentioned in the introduction, referring to the studies of Bronner (2010) and McCrea (2010).
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important to treat texts like HMK - belonging more generally to the ‘Hammira tradition’
or larger tradition of heroic histories - in all their specificity and identify the nature of
intertextual dialogues, which might in some cases perhaps verge on being parodic.
Identifying the nature of intertextual dialogues seems crucial to understand what these
poems are doing, what they are “actually saying” to requote Romila Thapar’s call to future
scholars. Thus, the author (Narapati) Nalha of the Visaladevarasa (c.1450) is mentioned as
the bard in Bhandau Vyas’ Hammirdyana (1480), overseeing the tragic events.” Scholars
have identified intertextual links between Kanhadade-prabandha (1455) and Hammirayana*
and a later Hammira-prabandha (c.1518) by the Jain poet Amrtakalasa.” Given that HMK
predates all these poems and that Kanhadade-prabandha appears to have borrowed from
Nayacandra’s poem, it is worth further exploring the idea of Nayacandra’s HMK as the
first extant full-fledged ‘Rajput epic’, without denying the fact that the tragic-historical
theme itself has roots in the historical anecdotes of the earlier prabandha collections and
the emerging bardic ballads (raso), which were clearly making its way from purely oral
performances to the literary realm. Indeed, many of the themes of HMK and Kanhadade-
prabandha - and of Rajput literature in general - seem to be already explored in the
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century prabandha collections of the Jains, which reveal a
fascinating though poorly understood continuity with the Rajput tales that emerge in the
fifteenth century, and further develop into full-fledged epics in the Mughal period. I
elaborate on this point in the next (and last) section of this conclusion.

Overall, the aesthetic appeal of a work like HMK might derive precisely from the many
ambiguities, twists, ironies and inversions which accompany the poet’s playful
engagement with a great variety of intertexts. In many of these texts registers of praise
and critique seem to co-exist in an intriguing tension, as in the many patron-centered
epics. Inspired by the work of Bronner and McCrea about the poetics of ambivalence in
Bilhana’s poetry*, I have stressed the importance of not treating this as a footnote.
Interplay between opposing narrative modes may be what this poetry is all about: the
critical layer might undermine the eulogistic narrative mode or format, which, I argued,
is the case in HMK. Such interplay might be reflective, not only of the poet’s own
ambivalent attitude toward the heroic subject, but of potentially diverging and
conflicting perspectives between patrons and poets regarding socio-political and heroic

*v. 301, p. 34 in Nahata: 1960.

32 discussed by Sharma in Nahata 1960: 50-52.
3 discussed by Sandesara 1965: 363-4.

3 Bronner 2010; and McCrea 2010.
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ideals.” Perhaps, in some cases, patrons may have also laughed at their own ideals. But
not always.

Like every great tragic story, the legend of Hammira is infused with many unsettling
tensions and ambivalences pertaining to the futility of the massacre of Ranthambore and
the nobility of the heroes. Was all this bloodshed necessary? Could it have been
prevented? And who or what is to blame? Did Hammira really act out of selfless courage
or was he driven by sheer selfish obstinacy? We have seen in the first chapter that the
main theme of HMK - Hammira’s supposed exemplarity in the present degenerating age of
Kali- is introduced as a question, an ambiguous one about the Chauhan king’s attitude
towards Royal Fortune’s playful gestures (vildsa). A question about Hammira’s
exemplarity and uniqueness drives the poem as a whole. The patterns in Hammira’s pre-
history - with many nods to Hammira’s traditional story - invite the audience to rethink
the nature of Hammira’s exemplarity. What kind of heroism does a tragic hero embody?
And how unique is Hammira’s story? Indeed, all the (not so ideal) stories of his
predecessors blend together in the story of Hammira’s kingship.

Questioning might to be a dominant mode in tragic-historical poems like HMK, inviting
the reader to re-evaluate his or her own ideas about what heroism really means, how it
might be connected to the human obsession with gaining enduring fame, a potentially
misplaced glorification of the joy of war. In the end, many poems that are ostensibly
composed to glorify the heroic, might be more subversive in effect than texts with a more
overtly moralistic discourse. How more powerful the effect when the reader is first lured
into seeing the past through, let’s say a ‘popular’, more common perspective, and then
becomes confronted with a twist, an unexpected change, a striking dissonance.
Nayacandra’s poem tries to ‘strike’, and potentially provoke a change of mind in the
reader - something that never seems to occur in the stubborn minds of the recalcitrant,
and tragically foolish heroes of Rajput literature.

Tragic story lines radically complicate the important relation between fortune and
virtue, and the human craving for justice. In an ideal world virtuous conduct is rewarded
with fortune, and vice versa. This is also what the logic of karma theory expounds, and it
is a logic we want to see confirmed in stories. We naturally feel delight in stories where
the good hero ultimately ‘wins’ and the wicked villain falls into misfortune. Such happy
endings satisfy our craving for what is called poetic justice. Perhaps more than in real life

%5 By contrast, in more socio-politically textured readings of Rajput poems the poet’s voice typically
conflates with that of the patron. For example, in her article “Alauddin Khalji Remembered” (2002) Ramya
Sreenivasan emphasizes that “primary issue for the poets and patrons of the Hammiramahakavyam and the
Kanhadade Prabandh was the honour of the patron’s lineage.” (p. 296) I want to stress the importance of not
confounding the hero’s perspective (or the patron’s vision) with the poet’s vision, and be attentive to the
constant interplay between perspectives within the poem, which is clearly the case in HMK, but probably
too in other texts.
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- because literature makes us sympathize and identify with the protagonists -we want
literary heroes to get what they deserve. If the virtuous acts and conduct of the
protagonists are not rewarded with fortune, and the wicked antagonist ultimately gains
success, we become struck with the disturbing, unsettling feeling of injustice. This
injustice might, in the end, spoil our aesthetic appreciation of the work altogether.

This is why the Chauhan heroes cannot be entirely good, and the Sultanate antagonist
cannot be entirely bad. Literary characters are seen as moral agents, who implicitly
instruct readers to follow their example. The aesthetic objectives of kavya, as scholars like
Shonaleeka Kaul emphasize, are inseparable from the didactic: “it is the combination that
made kavya so powerful a politico-literary phenomenon.”* In Sanskrit poetic theory the
idea about literature as a vehicle for ethical instruction reflects itself in a debate among
theoreticians about the characterization of protagonist and antagonist. In an insightful
article about the social and moral aesthetic of Sanskrit kavya Sheldon Pollock discusses at
length the position of the famous poet and king Bhoja in this debate. He explains how
Bhoja’s insistence on ‘eliminating’ faults and emending the unpleasant realities from
histories reflect the dominant trend in Sanskrit kavya: “In literature if not in life, as Bhoja
says “It must be the good guy, not the bad guy, who wins.””*

In tragic-historical poetry this logic doesn’t really work. It is worth comparing HMK’s
aesthetic with McCrea’s observations on Kalhana’s Rajatarangini as an innovative literary
experiment:

Kalhana'’s epic survey of Kashmiri kingship can be seen not simply as a departure from the literary
norms of the mahakavya, but as a critique of, or a judgement on, literature, kingship and even the
world in general. To tell the real story, the whole story—of a life, a reign, a dynasty, or a kingdom—
is, almost inevitably, to tell a tragic story; one that, if we see it clearly, will fill us with a conviction
of the futility of all human endeavour and lead us to turn away in despair. **

As in HMK, telling the real, tragic story about life, might mean to present a plot in which
the Chauhan protagonists become wicked, perhaps more wicked than the antagonists,
who, after all, win the game of fortune. A concern with telling the real, tragic story of life,
might also explain why there are no clear or simple answers to the many troubling
questions that emerge from Nayacandra’s poem. Perhaps the poem’s potentially
subversive power lies precisely in its concern with provoking unsettling questions about
blame, royal duties and personal responsibility. Nayacandra’s poem puts different values,
visions and norms into question, without becoming moralizing about it. Staying true to
the structuring theme of confusion (vibhrama, vilaksa, vyakula) and delusion (moha),

3 Kaul 2018: 45.
3 Pollock 2001: 220.
3 McCrea 2013: 198.
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Hammira’s moment of retrospective insight thus must remain somewhat ‘shaky’” and
tragically incomplete. Unlike the reader, the Chauhan king remains blind to patterns of
the past, tragically unaware that they may be remembered as fools in the future.

We could compare this to the painful hindsight (anagnorisis) of the prototypical Greek
tragic hero, king Oedipus, who cuts out his own eyes at the tragic finale of Sophocles’ play
when he finally realizes the partly self-induced tragic chain. By contrast, the blind folly
of Hammira - illustrated compellingly through his foolish decision to cut out
Dharmasimha’s eyes - remains an integral part of his being.® What kind of example is
Hammira? In tragic storylines the boundary between empathic responses and a more
comically distanced apathy can become blurry. As Adrian Poole aptly observes about the
problem of tragic heroes in Western literature:

They command admiration, in an old sense of the term that connotes wonder but not necessarily
approval, moral or otherwise. Or to use an associated word familiar to Shakespeare and his
contemporaries, they proved ‘mirrors’ for us to contemplate. They are exemplary, but they are not
necessarily examples to follow. They are glamorous, charismatic, spectacular. But in tragedy they
become a problem, not least for those around them. *

This observation is worth taking into account when evaluating the tragic heroism of
characters like Hammira, and perhaps the whole body of Rajput literature, which shares
much of the tragic aesthetic and problematic that I have attempted to outline in this
conclusion. Importantly indeed, the story of Hammira is strikingly present in a whole
range of post-fifteenth century Rajput texts, like Kanhadade Prabandha or Jayasi’s
influential Padmavat, and many others. They sometimes explicitly ask whether we should
praise or follow the example of the bold Hammira.

Abetter understanding of the Hammira story may therefore also illuminate what these
texts are about. The Hammira legend is profoundly concerned with the topic of the ethnic
and cultural ‘other, a topic that has been at the center of recent historiographical
analysis. I have tried to push this analysis further, by highlighting how the Hammira
legend appears to revolve around two conflicting attitudes toward the ‘other’. On the one
hand the story line of the loyalty of the Mongol Mahimasahi emphasizes the possibility
of close, meaningful, heartfelt relationships between the Hindu king with an ethnic and
cultural other. On the other hand, Hammira’s refusal to save the kingdom by marrying
off his daughter to an ‘other’, highlights the stubborn and fatal unwillingness of the

% As a point of comparison, see Shulman’s insightful study (1985) on the comic and tragic
transformations of kingship in South Indian literature, and their conflation, comparing it with different
texts from Western tragic literature (as on p. 214-218). And Gerow (in Miller 1984), who argues that in Indian
drama there is never a real alteration of character, in contrast to Western literature, where “alteration of
character, involving re-evaluation and self-illumination, is, in theory, the prime source of interest.” (p. 47).

“ Poole 2005: 37-8.
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Hindu/Rajput king to actually stop seeing the ethnic other as fundamentally different. A
hero like Hammira, and later Rajput heroes (modelled after him) like Kanhadade and his
son Viramde in Kanhadade-prabandha, are madly obsessed with preserving the clan purity.
The ethnic other, in Hammira’s view, is an unworthy match for mixing one’s blood
lineage. The consequence, in Hammira’s case, is that with his kingship the once illustrious
branch of the Sakambhari Chauhans perished completely. Hammira made an end to the
long line of his dynasty on the grounds of protecting an ‘enemy’ other, while also refusing
to make an alliance with an ‘enemy’ other. In my reading of HMK’s plot, I have tried to
demonstrate how Hammira, ultimately, becomes the ‘enemy other’ himself, at least from
the perspective of some of his subjects who vainly urge Hammira sue for peace.

The way Nayacandra ingeniously models a process of Hammira’s merging with the
enemy ‘other’ - not only Mahimasahi, but many other characters as well - may have
something to do with the fascinating irony surrounding the name of Hammira himself.
Nayacandra, the author the first ‘great poem’ of Hammira, was certainly aware of the
Persianate origin of our hero’s own name, Hammira, the Sanskritization of the Arabic
word for chief Amir. This title came to denote more generally a strong military
commander and worthy opponent, as discussed in Finbarr Flood’s book Objects of
Translation: Material Culture and Medieval 'Hindu-Muslim, in a section called the ‘Fate of
Hammira.* Referring to the Hammira legend, among other sources, he suggests that the
eventual adoption of this name by Hindu kings is indicative of mutually felt sympathy
between cultures. He also mentions how Romila Thapar called it one of the ironies of
history that the last Chauhan ruler, celebrated among Rajputs for his heroic resistance
against the Sultanate, thus carried a Persian-Arabic name.*

My reading not only supports such interpretations, I have tried to show that
Nayacandra was aware of this irony of history, and the earlier significance of the word
Hammira as the name for the enemy other, as in the thirteenth century play
Hammiramadamardana, “Crushing the madness of the Commander”, where ‘the Hammira’
is the Turkish enemy, whom the Chaulukya king Viradhavala and the celebrated Jain
minister and patron Vastupala set out to defeat. I have noted how the opening verse of
Nayacandra’s HMK, where Hammira is the hero and not the villain (at least nominally),
may be alluding to the opening verse of this play.**Nayacandrapurposefully exploits such
ironies, for example by suddenly announcing, out of the blue, that Hammira had an older
brother called Suratrana, the Sanskritization of the word for Sultan, and a younger
brother called Virama - very probably a nod to Nayacandra’s patron Virama Tomar. His
older brother Sultan - or the Sultan - is described as an expert in good governance (naya),

“ Flood 2009: 255-259
2 Flood 2009: 259.
3 1 briefly noted this in my discussion of the opening verses, in chapter one.
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and therefore would have made a better husband to the all-important symbolic wife Royal
Fortune (rajya-sri/laksmi). But ‘Suratrana’ is literally replaced in the narrative by the virile
warrior-king Hammira who will neglect his primary duties as a king.

Let me again emphasize the crucial importance of understanding the symbolic,
allegoric, and often intertextual significance of such characters and episodes - which
create stark resonances and dissonances with earlier textual models like the patron-
centred poetry of Bana and Bilhana, or the understudied tradition of historical poetry
about king Kumarapala and Vastupala from Western India. Nayacandra’s persistent
concern with playing on names - and their nomen est omen logic - has been overlooked in
all previous studies on HMK, together with the crucial, all-important structuring theme
of Royal Fortune (rajya-$ri), whom Hammira ultimately replaces - or wishes to replace - by
Heavenly Fortune (diva-$ri), or the Splendor of Heaven, potentially the wrong kind of Sri.

Another irony of history, perhaps, is that Nayacandra’s epic is not only the earliest, but
also currently the best-known (and poorly-understood) literary expression of the
Hammira legend. This is partly the result of the early edition of the text in 1879. I have
tried to demonstrate how Nayacandra is radically subversive in its treatment of the
‘traditional story’. It is Nayacandra himself who quotes the ‘heroic gist’ of this story, but
he literally questions its truthfulness, by introducing the celebratory status of Hammira
‘the good’ (sattva) in the form of an ambiguous question (1.9). This meta-historic framing
comes full circle at the end of the poem, where he reflects on the emergence of a wide-
spread poetic tradition about Hammira itself (14.1), again quoting what other ‘learned
men’ have said about Hammira. Yet, HMK remains the first - or at least earliest extant -
full-fledged epic rendering of the Hammira story.

6.3 A Sanskrit poem as the first Rajput epic?

A strong case can be made for my hypothesis that the Hammira template, of which we
find the first epic rendering in Nayacandra’s HMK, was consciously adopted by many
subsequent authors of Rajput epics, which clearly implemented Hammira-specific
narrative elements in reimagining the story of other kings. The significance of the
Hammira template is evident in at least three works post-dating Nayacandra’s epic: the
old-Gujarati ~ epic  Kanhadade-prabandha  (1455),  the  Sanskrit  play
Gangadasapratapavilasanatakam (ca. 1450-1460) and the tragic Sufi romance Padmavat (c.
1540). These poems have been recently studied by several scholars, who have also drawn
attention to the presence of Hammira’s story in these texts - his ‘example’ indeed occurs
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at crucial places in the narrative.* I have occasionally referred to parallel episodes,
suggesting that Hammira’s story is given much more than referential attention in these
poems. I would argue that the story of Hammira’s tragedy animates these poems as a
whole, providing the narrative template itself. And this might have been the case for
many other Rajput tales or epics that haven’t been studied, or whose manuscripts havent
survived time - or await edition.*

Major elements that poets seem to have borrowed directly from the Hammira story
are these: the giving of shelter to rebellious chiefs of a superior enemy as a pretext of war;
the refusal to accept any condition for establishing peace; an episode of festivities
involving a dancing girl on the ramparts of the hill-fort, shot down by one of Alauddin’s
archers from the nearby encampment; and, perhaps most significantly, the dramatic
ending involving the collective self-immolation of the women, the ritual known as jauhar,
before their warrior-husbands rush into the battlefield in the face of certain defeat. It is
important to understand that there is no indication that a jauhar actually occurred in the
case of the history of Siwana and Jalor (as told in Kanhadade-prabandha), Chittor (as told
in Padmavat) (or Champaner, as in the Sanskrit play about Gangadasa). Amir Khusrau for
example only makes mention of the jauhar of Ranthambhor, probably the first recorded
in history.* Initially, the heroic resistance of bold Hammira stood out from the historical
memory about Alauddin’s conquests: in the fourteenth century he was remembered as
the only king who bravely fought Alauddin. Put differently, the story of a heroic
resistance culminating in jauhar may have been a narrative element that was originally
specific to the Hammira-story - and not to the Rajput narrative in general -, which was
later adopted in the stories of other rulers.” These poetic works can therefore be
understood as creative adaptations of Hammira’s story, of course modified to suit their
own specific context, and infused with other narrative templates. It is not unlikely that
the great fame of Hammira provided an impetus for the descendants of other rulers -

# As in Bednar (2007) for Kanhadade-prabandha; Kapadia (2018) for Garigadasapratapavilasandatakam, and
Behl (2016) for Padmavat.

* For example, Nainsi’s Khydt seems to deliberately link the story of Jalor’s fall to the story of
Hammira, see translation of Sreenivasan (2014: 93.) He tells how the Mongols Mahimasahi (Mamusah) and
Mir Gabhru, first took shelter in Kanhadade’s fort, but were expelled from there because of their
inappropriate behavior. They went to Hammira of Ranthambhor who gave them shelter, causing his conflict
with Alauddin, and his death.

% As also mentioned in Bednar 2007.

7 And it might have formed a major inspiration for later instance of jauhar that did occur, or the
tendency in later chronicles to speak of jauhar taking place before Hammira’s story, like the jauhar of Gwalior,
in the retrospective vision on Tomar history in the Gopacalakhyana, discussed in Pauwels 2020. The real
historic event of the jauhar of Ranthambhor appears to be projected back into earlier pasts, in other
kingdoms.
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those of Jalor or Chittor, who were also defeated by Alauddin - to refashion their histories
and model it after the outlines of the Hammira legend.

This hypothesis, of course, needs more careful consideration. A lengthy discussion of
these other poems - which have attracted more scholarly attention - was beyond the
scope of this dissertation. My point is that the significance of Hammira’s story for our
understanding of Rajput literature can hardly be underestimated. The self-sacrificial
heroism and resistance ‘glorified’ in Rajput literature, can be said to start in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in tandem with the great spread of Hammira’s story.
Hammira’s spirit is strikingly present in the historical poems produced from the fifteenth
century onwards.

Especially telling in this regard his how the Classical Hindi poet Amrit Rai, in his
Mancarit raso (1585) mentions ‘Bold Hammira’ (hath hamvira) as one of the lost heroes of
the present age, the kaliyuga, along with other historical heroes, like Bhoja of Dhar and
Vikramaditya.” I have suggested that Amrit Rai seems to evoke a quasi-canonical set of
heroes, exemplifying different virtues. It may be interesting to compare this to the cults
of hero-worship in medieval Western-Europe- emerging at roughly the same time -
which gave rise to the narrative tradition of the “nine worthy” heroes (French “les neuf
preux”, Dutch “Neghen den besten”, German “Neun Gute Helden”, etc.), comprising of three
Jewish heroes (Jozua, David, Judas Maccabaeus), three ‘pagan’ heroes (Hector, Caesar,
Alexander the Great), and three Christian heroes, (Artur, Charles the Great, Godfrey of
Bouillon) - with local variants and parodic reworkings, for example in the
countertradition of the “nine worthy women” (les neuf preuses).® My point is that bold
Hammira was similarly integral to the new, though flexible ‘set’ of historical heroes from
the ‘present time’, the kaliyuga. Hammira’s self-sacrificial heroism and boldness would
come to embody the martial ethos of Rajput culture.

For sure, many imagined Hammira to be an unshakable man, a near-perfect warrior-
king, whose example was admired by many, who desired to follow in his footsteps, and
thus earn the great fame of the proud Chauhan king of Ranthambhor. I have noted how
this is deliberately thematized in the fifteenth-century Ranamallachanda and Kanhadade-
prabandha. However, many others would question the greatness of Hammira. Later texts
like Padmavat seem purposefully ambiguous about presenting Hammira as a model.
Ratansen, the ruler of Chittor, explicitly proclaims that he is not like Hammira.

Am I Hammir, the lord of Ranthambhor,
Who cut off his head an gave up his body?

8 Quoted from Busch (2012: 312).
# For the “nine worthies” see Huizinga 1975 [1919]: 64. The tradition is said to have been started with
the French court poem called Les Voeux du paon (ca. 1310 “The Vows of the Peacock”).
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[ am Ratansen, a man of power!®

We could say that poems like Kanhadade-prabandha, Ranamallachanda, and Padmavat,
attempt to make the story of their heroes more glorious, by contrasting it with the story
of the (vain)glorious Hammira - the ‘real’ historical celebrity of his generation. And they
do this by adopting and adapting many narrative elements that were probably - at first -
specific to Hammira’s legend. Even when there’s no direct reference to Hammira’s story,
its great appeal and spread might have influenced the stories about many other Rajput
rulers. Although the Chauhan Prthviraja would become remembered as the ‘Last Hindu
Emperor’, it is probably Hammira who first emerged as the example of Rajput resistance.

My point was not to show who deserves the ‘label’ of being the first Rajput hero. What
I have tried to hint at is that there is a clear intertextual conversation going on in tragic-
historical poems about Chauhan and non-Chauhan kings, in which the famous story of
Hammira Chauhan had a formative role.

Importantly, the example set by Hammira remains, especially in the literary
imagination of poets, a profoundly ambiguous one. Perhaps the unwillingness to bow
one’s head betrays a more self-concerned obstinacy. Sacrificing the kingdom - and its
people - for the sake of ‘heroic vows’ or honor may not be the right thing to do. Engaging
in marriage politics with the ‘other’ may not be the most heroic choice, but it may be the
most pragmatic one, preventing a lot of unnecessary suffering. This partly explains why
a transformation took place, from an earlier prevalent idea about Hammira’s selfless
courageousness (sattva) to a more ambiguous idea about Hammira as the embodiment of
hatha, “stubbornness” or “obstinacy”, which is already present in Nayacandra’s epic.
Hammira ‘the good’ becomes stuck with the epithet of Hammira ‘the bold’, whose
boldness, or obstinacy takes on tragi-comic proportions in the later classical Hindi epics.

All this mixing of narrative templates makes it impossible to distil an ‘original’
Hammira or Prthviraja story, one that is not affected by others. As I showed to be the case
for HMK, authors purposefully and playfully incorporate narrative elements and
templates that were associated with other kings, often modified to create unexpected

% Translation of Behl 2014: 203.

* For example, in the Prthvirdgjardso cycle the casus belli between Prthviraja and Shahabuddin is also
presented as the Chauhan king’s decision to provide shelter to the Muslim warrior Hussain, a brother of
Shahabuddin, who had fallen in love with one of the Sultan’s concubines, as discussed by Talbot 2016: p. 137.
Such Hammira-specific episodes turn up in many Rajput narratives, and become intertwined and modified
with the narrative material from other story traditions. Perhaps the popularity of Hammira’s legend
provided a stimulus to also reimagine Prthviraja’s story along similar lines from the sixteenth century
onwards. In this way Hammira’s earlier ancestor - remembered much more negatively at the time - could
also emerge as an epitome of exemplary warriorhood (though not without losing the harsh critique of his
kingship).
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twists. Sleepy Prthviraja from the prabandha literature becomes ‘courageous’ Hammira,
and vice versa. In many cases the audience may have initially understood the way authors
played with the templates and narrative elements from other stories, and deliberately
recycled specific characters and names - like the Rajput daughter Devalladevi, or the
beautiful queen Padmavati/Padmini (studied by Ramya Sreenivasan)®, or characters
called Bhojadeva -, and thus ‘heard’ the intertextual and intercultural conversation that
was going on. However, many twists may become new normative narrative elements, and
further blur the distinction between story elements and the stuff comprising historical
memory.

Instead of looking how the heroic ethos of later Rajput tales is reflected in Nayacandra’s
epic as in the work of Bednar, I have explored the benefits of going back in time.» The
innovative character of Nayacandra’s poem cannot be seen separately from earlier trends
of historical literature, like the patron-centered historical biography (carita), the
collections of historical prose narratives of the Jains (prabandha), and the emerging
tradition of martial ballads (rdso) and other types of heroic poetry composed by bards,
who composed their poetry and songs in vernacular language. It looks like Nayacandra’s
poem seems to blend these three distinct, and closely related genres of historical
narrative into an altogether new type of poem, a Sanskrit tragic-historical court epic.

Put differently, Nayacandra’s epic can be seen as the first extant ‘epic’ literarization -
to use Pollock’s terminology - of a tragic-historical story that might have circulated
predominantly in oral accounts and vernacular languages.** This happens a generation
before the pioneering role Visnudas, at the same court in Tomar Gwalior, who
‘vernacularized’ the Sanskrit epics Mahabharata and Ramaydna in the local language of
Gwalior. Thus, from a literary-historical point of view, Nayacandra’s Sanskrit epic can be
seen as a marking a turning point in the history of North-Indian literary culture. As a
Sanskrit historical poem with a tragic plot it appears to stand out from the long and
flourishing history of Sanskrit poetry (kavya) and its preference for ‘happy endings’. Even
though the work is deeply grounded in the Sanskrit literary tradition of old, Nayacandra’s
epic appears to have paved the way for - or at least marks a transition to - tragic-historic
epics in North Indian vernacular languages like Kanhadade-prabandha, whose author may
have been familiar with Nayacandra’s epic.

Regarding my take on HMK’s pioneering role as a tragic-historical epic, it is worth
drawing attention to Allison Busch’s observations about Amrit Rai’s historical kavya
Mancarit raso (1585) as a “pioneering example of the new poetry of history that began to

*2 Sreenivasan 2007.
>3 Bednar 2007.
> Pollock 2006: 309, discussing the case of fifteenth-century Gwalior.
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”

emerge from Rajput courts in the sixteenth century”.” Even though Busch, in another
article, notes how these new traditions have roots in the early North and Western Indian
genres of historical literature like the “the earlier Sanskrit poems foregrounding vira rasa
(the heroic sentiment),” she stresses Amrit Rai’s departure from earlier literary trends.*
For example, when discussing how his Mancarita (rdso) name-drops the “important real-
life personalities from late sixteenth-century politics”, she notes how this is “in a way
very unfamiliar from the poetry, even the historical poetry, of earlier northern Indian
literary traditions.”” However, Nayacandra, more than a century earlier, clearly
participates in this practice.* Because many poems remain unread, the topic of literary
innovation is hard to study, together with the nature of interactions between vernacular
and Sanskrit traditions.

The unprecedented popularity of poetry of historical kings, a new characteristic of
post-1000 AD courtly poetry, seems to accompany a stronger self-reflexive poetic voice,
as observed in Bronner’s work on Bilhana.» This critical voice is clearly audible and
purposefully thematized in the prabandha literature and poems like HMK, and vernacular
epics like Kanhadade-prabandha and Prthvirgjraso. We could perhaps see it as an act of
counterbalance. Poetry about historical kings increasingly becomes poetry about poets,
who seem to purposefully insert themselves into the narrative as creative and critical
agents, deciding on matters of fame and blame.

It is hoped that my close reading of HMK and the Hammira story itself may offer new
insights into the aesthetic goals of historical poetry - a far from uniform genre or literary
tradition, which remains to be studied more comparatively and systematically. It may
also offer new ways of looking at the multi-dimensional literary - rather than socio-
political - significance of Rajput tales, many of which seem to be animated by the
narrative template of the story of Hammira, and his profoundly ambiguous status as a
historical ‘model’. Moreover, some of the novel characteristics of the new historical,
vernacular Rajput poetry emerging in the sixteenth century might have had a precursor
in an innovative, early fifteenth century Sanskrit epic.

Finally, as noted above, ultimately this study hopes to make an appeal to ‘the Global
turn’ in literary studies. A more systematic study of South Asian historical literature
might eventually offer interesting avenues for comparative research with the rise of
historical poetry at European courts around the same time, at the dawn of the ‘early-

5 Busch 2012: 289.

% Busch 2014: 649.

7 Busch 2012: 305-6.

%8 Thus, verses 13.200-5, where, out of the blue, the names of various warrior-kings are listed and
praised as valiant warriors fighting at the side of Hammira Chauhan.

% Bronner 2010.
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modern’ period, under comparable cultural-historical conditions - like the increased
competition between rivalling local centers of power, the confrontation with empire
building by ‘other’ Islamicate power formations, the emergence of vernacular literatures,
cults of hero-worship etc. In her work on South Asian historical literature Cynthia Talbot
has often made useful comparative remarks between both traditions, for example
between the heroic histories like the Prthvirajraso cycle and the French Chansons de Gestes,
and the vernacular historiographical traditions sponsored by Flemish aristocrats during
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.®

It may be illuminating, for our understanding of both traditions, to engage in
comparative discussions from a more literary perspective. The “unstable equilibrium”
between ridicule and praise, observed by Johan Huizinga as a defining characteristic of
medieval chivalric literature, may also be dominant in the texts we now classify as Rajput
literature, as I showed to be the case for HMK.® A major point of difference may be that
many pre-modern South Asian texts, even though they also engage in the practice of
vilifying the cultural and ethnic ‘Turkish’ other, simultaneously integrate this ‘other” into
indigenous cultural frameworks - as already noted by historians like Talbot and Thapar.
Complicating a rhetoric of othering is clearly at the heart of the Hammira legend, and the
many later Rajput stories it inspired. Even though a broader, zoomed-out, comparative
outlook comes with its own set of problems, it may at least, through contrast, offer new
perspectives, new questions. Such comparisons, of course, may only prove meaningful if
we continue to closely engage with the many unread and undervalued works of non-
Western literary traditions.

% See Talbot 2016:5-7, as well as in the conclusion to her forthcoming article, which she generously
shared with me, called “Turks, warriors, and conquerors: Narratives of Hindu-Muslim encounters between
the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries”.

¢! Huizinga 1975 [1919]: 72. (quoted translated from the original Dutch).
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