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Preface

The world of classical Indian literary theory is vast and complex, and it had long 
seemed to me that any attempt to produce a historical reconstruction of even a part 
of it, such as the discourse on aesthetic experience, was foolhardy. Given that this 
theory is among India’s most luminous contributions to humanistic knowledge, 
however, and that there is so little of it, in translation or in exposition, that one can 
confidently recommend to students and general readers, the attempt seemed worth 
making. I first tried assembling a small team to produce a Rasa Reader, distribut
ing the different chapters to different specialist scholars. My colleagues were per
fectly willing—but their schedules were not. When months of delay had turned into 
years, I decided to take on the task alone. After half a decade of work on it, I can 
affirm that my initial cautions were fully justified.

The Rasa Reader is the first in a new series of historical sourcebooks that aims 
to make available to a contemporary reading public—students, comparativists, and 
interested generalists no less than specialists—translated and annotated texts from 
the major scholarly disciplines of classical India, arranged in such a way that the prin
cipal arguments and disputes can be observed in their historical development. That 
no such works exist, whether dealing with Indian aesthetics or rhetoric, hermeneu
tics, logic, or anything else, is a result, as series contributors are learning, of the 
serious difficulties involved on every front.

In the case of classical Indian aesthetics, the original works have often been 
very poorly transmitted (a trait that distinguishes this field from the others), and 
even when the integrity of the texts is assured, some of them can be obscure to the 
point of impenetrability. The arguments are often complex in themselves and pre
suppose knowledge of many different disciplines—hermeneutics, logic, philosophy of
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P R E F A C E

language, psychology—and deep familiarity with literary texts, some of which have 
vanished. The thought world the Western reader is entering here is remarkably 
sophisticated and subtle, and even those inside the tradition were sometimes con
fused or simply uncomprehending; this Reader’s jungle of endnotes is testimony to 
both the text-critical and the interpretive challenges the materials present. Making 
sense of the conceptual shape of this world, moreover, requires confronting very 
real intellectual-historical and theoretical problems. And this is to say nothing of 
the challenges of translation. The unhappy history of English versions of Sanskrit 
technical writings demonstrates how enormously difficult it is to achieve clarity, 
consistency, and accessibility, to say nothing of readability. Even after engagement 
with core questions of Indian aesthetics for almost twenty years and continual work 
on this book for five, I am sometimes uncertain whether I have come much closer to 
resolving some basic problems than when I first encountered them, or to giving them 
an English form that does the original justice.

Let me address some of these matters in a little greater detail, starting with the 
texts I have included in the Reader and how I have structured it.

Although it is painful to think of the many extraordinary works of classical 
Indian aesthetics that have been lost, fragments are sometimes quoted by later 
authors, and a large number of complete works have indeed been preserved. As for 
the fragments, I have assembled all available for a given author and ordered them as 
coherently as possible; the arrangement and some attributions remain speculative. 
From the major works, I have tried my best not to omit any significant argument from 
fifteen centuries of discourse (save in the rare case where an outstanding transla
tion has recently appeared).1 1 have not suppressed material that is sure to seem 
perplexing (here Bhoja is exemplary), in order to illustrate the very real conceptual 
challenges that confront us, or even material I am unsure I understand myself 
(Abhinavagupta presents numerous instances), in the hope that others may learn 
from my shortcomings and do a better job. Some texts were excluded, either be
cause of space constraints or because I view them as redundant.2 The word “classi
cal” in the subtitle of this book refers to a tradition of theorists who grappled with 
the problem of rasa in Sanskrit. The reception of this theory within other South 
Asian traditions—its acceptance as the basis for Brajbhasha poetics, its complex inter
action with Sufi mysticism in Avadhi poetry, its relation to the very different con
ceptual orientation of classical Tamil poets—is outside the scope of this book (and 
the competence of its author).

However varied the historiographical conceptions among the thinkers themselves 
represented here, I present their texts for the most part in strict chronological order. 
There are some problems with this approach. The Treatise on Drama was undoubtedly
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P R E F A C E

revised, possibly in Kashmir in the eighth century,3 but the work as a whole is as 
much as five centuries older. It therefore must come first, despite the likelihood 
that its earliest commentators knew nothing of some ideas it advances in the form 
we now have it. The commitment to chronological presentation has been broken in 
only a few cases. The Mirror o f the Heart of Bhatta Nayaka and its rich elaboration in 
Dhanamjaya and Dhanika’s Ten Dramatic Forms and Observations antedate Bhoja (Bhatta 
Nayaka by as much as a century, the latter pair by a generation or two), but Bhoja 
is, puzzlingly, ignorant of their innovations. Instead he offers, for all the apparent 
idiosyncrasy of his overall system, what I regard asa summa of the classical tradition, 
and hence I place him earlier in the Reader. Vopadeva’s early fourteenth-century Pearls 

o f the Bhágavata is placed after Bhanudatta’s early sixteenth-century River o f Rasa to 
illuminate its links to the development of the devotional rasa. But Kavikarnapura’s 
Divine Jewel o f Ornamentation, though slightly later than Rupa and Jiva Gosvamin, pre
cedes them in the Reader because it represents, to my mind, an older viewpoint that 
those works critique.

An additional complication to chronological order and intellectual-historical co
herence is entailed by the presence of commentaries. On the one hand, these are 
works intimately related to their primary texts—which can sometimes be almost in
comprehensible without them—and it is reasonable to present them together. On 
the other, commentaries often exhibit much later thinking, and to present them 
along with the texts risks violating a core historical principle of this collection. Some 
(or parts of some) approximate stand-alone works, and I have placed them on their 
own (preeminently Abhinavagupta’s The New Dramatic Art). Others, however, are so 
intimately related to their main texts that such sequestration was not an option, de
spite their conceptual distance. We need to keep this in mind when reading Bhatta 
Narasimha, of perhaps the sixteenth century, who raises issues that would never have 
entered the mind of Bhoja, the eleventh-century author of the Necklace for the Goddess 

o f Language; similarly, the twelfth-century Tilaka sometimes approaches the early 
ninth-century Udbhata with entirely anachronistic presuppositions. Vigilance is 
clearly required when commentators contradict their authors on the basis of concepts 
unavailable to them: Ruyyaka, for example, applies Abhinava’s ideas in evaluating 
the Analysis o f  “Manifestation”  of Mahima Bhatta (who knew but was uninterested in 
them), and Lokanatha Chakravartin puts forward those of Jiva Gosvamin when 
critiquing Kavikarnapura’s Divine Jewel.

For reasons of space no less than coherence, anything in the commentaries not 
pertaining to rasa has been excluded. The same holds for the illustrative verses ad
duced as examples, even though these were often chosen as the best that Sanskrit 
poetry has to offer. This is an even more unfortunate loss in the case of the poetry
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P R E F A C E

composed by the poet-scholars themselves to illustrate their propositions (Vidya- 
natha and Bhanudatta are among the most significant), for which the reader may 
have no other translations available. But to have included these poems would have 
swollen the size of this work beyond all manageable proportions. I only give them 
when the main argument would otherwise become unintelligible, as in the selections 
from Mammata’s Light on Poetry.

It will quickly become clear from the style of argument that Indian aesthetics 
was a discipline intimately tied up with other aspects of philosophical thought; the 
standard format of most later treatises, “memorial verse” followed by prose “exege
sis,” offers a formal sign of this kinship. And clearly, if we are to gain a granular 
understanding of rasa theory and do justice to the often profound ideas at work in 
its historical transformation, we need to have a better grasp of the complex and 
sometimes strikingly discordant ontologies and epistemologies that marked Indian 
thought over these fifteen centuries—Vedic, Samkhya, Buddhist, Jain, Shaiva, Vaish- 
nava, and so on. It has not been possible to include that background here to any high 
degree, but I console myself with the knowledge that the series this book inaugu
rates is intended to provide the foundations for precisely this sort of historical- 
philosophical analysis.

The translation of technical terminology has offered special difficulties. Any 
reader of contemporary Western scholarship will be familiar with the vexations 
caused by specialist vocabularies, and classical Indian theory has them too, only more 
so. For one thing, the Sanskrit intellectual tradition throughout its history displays 
a preoccupation, often maligned as obsession, with both taxonomic comprehensive
ness and descriptive precision, and the two tendencies worked together to expand 
the terminological domain relentlessly in every discipline. For another, classical aes
thetics in particular felt called upon to invent an entirely new lexicon precisely to 
make sense of the entirely new sort of experience that the aesthetic represents— 
something our authors never tire, century after century, of explaining. The woman 
who is a cause of desire in a man in everyday life is not in the same way a cause of 
desire in the character on the stage, the actor playing the character on the stage, or 
the spectator in the audience watching the actor play the character. New terms were 
needed to capture the difference in these two processes and the panoply of their 
associated components.

The problem the translator confronts, besides grasping these distinctions in the 
first place (and in some cases this is exceedingly hard), is to render them in intelli
gible English. “Foundational factor” for the aesthetic counterpart of that mundane 
“cause” may not be a phrase that rolls off the tongue, but it is close to the original and 
immediately makes clear (or clearer than the usual translation, “determinant”) exactly
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P R E F A C E

what is meant. Indian thinkers usually refer to these components—foundational 
(alambana-) and stimulant (uddipana-) factors (vibhava), transitory emotions 
(vyabhicari-bhava), psychophysical responses (sattvika-bhava), and physical reactions 
(anu-bhava)—as a single category (vibhavadi), which I translate as “aesthetic elements” 
(similarly, “desire, etc.,” ratyadi, is often used for the category “stable emotion,” 
sthdyi-bhdva, and is so translated).

Inventing new terminology to make sense of newly perceived phenomena was an 
ongoing process in the history of Indian aesthetics. Bhatta Nayaka’s hermeneutical 
revolution in the tenth century required the coinage of a range of new terms, 
such as “commonization” (sadharanikarana) and “experientialization” (bhogikrttva, 
bhogikarana), and the repurposing of older ones. Thus bhavana, or “actualization,” used 
in scriptural hermeneutics to explain the verbal force of Vedic commandments, was 
reconceived as the mechanism for experiencing literary emotions.4 Abhinavagupta 
a few generations later would speak, for the first time, of the phenomena of “factor
ing,” “reactionizing,” and “colorizing” (vibhavana, anubhavana, samuparahjakatva), 
and borrow from Shaiva theology a term at once earthy and numinous to describe 
the “rapture” of aesthetic experience (camatkara).5 Old words were also being used in 
new senses, such as Anandavardhana’s dhvani, originally just “sound,” and ac
cordingly need marking as such; hence the term “implicature,” rather than the 
quotidian “implication,” borrowed from the philosopher H. P. Grice (not an exact fit, 
since Grice’s word could also translate the contending term “sentence purport,” 
tatparya, borrowed from Vedic hermeneutics). Any clumsiness should usually be 
chalked up to my failure, though sometimes it does reflect the original. Readers of 
Heidegger will understand.

It is banal but true to say that successful translation finds the sweet spot between 
domestication and estrangement. Take the Samkhya theory, vastly disseminated 
across the Sanskrit knowledge systems including aesthetics, with its three elements 
of psychophysical reality, sattva, rajah, and tamah. To leave such terms untranslated 
would simply deepen the darkness for the lay reader. Rendering them as “sensitiv
ity,” “volatility,” and “stolidity,” while not necessarily providing perfect translations 
in all circumstances, preserves something of the unfamiliarity of the original while 
conveying a digestible notion of the basic arguments in which they are invoked in 
aesthetics: one’s mind must be receptive to the aesthetic object,6 while one’s natural 
inability to focus and preternatural indifference to whatever is outside one’s self have 
to be overcome for this to happen. For the same reason and in the hope of recover
ing a sense more faithful to the tradition, I have sometimes rejected a widely used 
translation—“love in separation,” for example, in favor of “the erotic thwarted,” 
which reflects the aesthetic system’s own understanding of vipralambha-srhgdra.7 Of
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P R E F ACE

course, “traditional” understandings themselves have histories, and while I have con
sidered it essential to maintain consistency in translating technical terms to enable 
the reader to follow the discourse over time, when change occurs, I have tried to sig
nal it in translation.8

A problem of a more complex sort is presented by the word bhciva, translated here 
as “emotion,” since its semantic field extends to notions sometimes dramatically at 
variance with what the English word would suggest. “Emotion” itself is a nebulous 
category in English. “Devotion,” “boredom,” “interest,” and “surprise” have been in
cluded in it (and think of the history of its predecessors “passion” and “sentiment”), 
but the Sanskrit term can be even more elastic. Although Abhinavagupta at the end 
of the tenth century defines it in a way entirely familiar to us (“an experience per
taining to oneself and consisting of an awareness of pleasure or pain”),9 for many 
early writers bhciva can comprise physical as well as affective states. The thirty-three 
listed by Bharata include torpor, numbness, sleepiness, and the like; Abhinava claims 
the list is really an open one and encompasses such states as hunger and thirst. Not 
all thinkers felt comfortable with this latitude or perhaps even with the physicality 
of bhciva itself (whereas Bhanudatta in the early sixteenth century defends the tradi
tional category vigorously, Bhoja in the early eleventh replaces “possession” and 
“dying” with “jealousy” and “attachment”). However variously “emotion” itself may 
have been understood in the West, clearly no single English word is capable of 
communicating bhciva’s very wide domain of reference. Add to this the fact that bhava 

comprises not only the subjective sense of emotion but also its objective cause; some
times it even stands for the vibhdva itself, the foundational factor (the same can be 
true of their underlying nouns: bhaya in Sanskrit can mean both fear and whatever 
induces fear, i.e., danger; kautuhala, both wonder and whatever excites wonder), and 
can therefore require the translation “factors and emotions.” Then too, Sanskrit 
aestheticians were sometimes as unclear about some of the affective states as we 
are; dhrti, one of the transitory emotions, is sometimes understood as “satisfaction,” 
sometimes as “constancy.”10

Analogous in the degree of its cultural unfamiliarity and relative fluidity is the 
broader sphere of Sanskrit terms for the cognitive faculties. Lacking as we do an 
adequate historical psychology for India, it is hard to gauge how accurate are the 
English translations “intellect,” “mind,” “heart,” and “mental state” for terms such 
as buddhi, manas, antahkarana, and cittavrtti. Part of the issue is the superabundance 
of subdivisions in the categories of classical psychology, far more than English voca
bulary can differentiate. But again this is compounded by contending defini
tions across the philosophical systems and occasional uncertainties. The logician 
Bhasarvajna of Kashmir, a generation prior to Abhinava, says about the manas: “It is
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P R E F A C E

through the manas that we become aware of pleasure and pain.” Such an account 
would seem to equip us well for grasping Abhinava’s observation that the specta
tor’s apprehension of a stable emotion en route to becoming rasa has the character of 
“direct awareness” and occurs in the manas. Perhaps Abhinava means to contrast 
m am s here to the buddhi, intellect (which has a component of volition), or antahkarana, 

“inner organ” (often seen as a combination of buddhi, manas, and ego, ahamkara; 

perhaps “heart”), where linguistically mediated understanding occurs. But uncertainty 
grows when, in trying to make sense of the old category “actions of mind (mams), 

speech, intellect (buddhi), or body” (which preceded, or at least complemented, that 
of the four types of acting that later became standard), we bump up against the 
remark of the earlier logician Vatsyayana that “By buddhi is actually meant 
manas."11

Otherwise, the psychological vocabulary in English usually aligns reasonably well 
with the Indian categories once we figure them out.12 What makes the translation 
of Indian emotion terms harder than it has to be is the impoverishment of contem
porary English idiom for talking about feelings. We no longer have acceptable words 
for describing sexual love, for example. “Erotic” is all that is left, and I have adopted it 
perforce for srhgara, since that rasa is concerned above all with physical desire, and 
not primarily with “love” (later writers such as Kavikarnapura make this distinc
tion crystal clear). Worse, and oddly so, is the situation with the comic rasa. There is 
no simple word to describe the feeling that something is funny; “amusement” is our 
one resort, however rare that may have now become in the emotional sense.

The one exception to these general rules guiding the translation concerns the term 
that I have chosen not to translate at all: rasa itself. It is not simply that rasa is the 
very unit of analysis and the object of study; rather, much of the discourse of Indian 
aesthetics is directed toward answering the question of what exactly it is. Translating 
the term would unhelpfully predetermine the answer, and so the range of possibili
ties has been allowed to emerge from the discussions—which turn out to offer in their 
own way an account of what the best translation(s) would be. I have treated in the 
same manner the derivative rasika, literally “he who, or that which, has or tastes or 
experiences rasa”; and like the class categories discussed earlier, rasadi, “rasa, etc.,” 
though it technically includes all the rasas, emotions, semblances of emotions, and 
other subcategories, is generally rendered simply as “rasa.”

A few less problematic choices require only brief comment. The word kavya is at 
once a superordinate term, “literature,” which includes poetry, poetic prose, drama 
(thus, “belles lettres”), and a subordinate term, used to distinguish literature meant 
to be recited before an audience from literature meant to be performed in a theater. 
When that distinction is clearly drawn—and it is an important one in this context,
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■
given the history of the extension of rasa theory from the latter domain to the 
former—I translate kavya as “poetry” in contrast to “drama,” though sometimes also 
as “literature heard” in contrast to “literature seen” when the Sanskrit terms (sravya 

and drsya) are used and seem specifically to require it. By contrast, I render it as “lit
erature” when both genres are meant or no decision as to their differentiation can 
be made. Indian theorists, incidentally, never unambiguously refer to readers, only 
to listeners. But I feel certain that many Indian authors meant “listener” to include 
“reader” (just as classical Greek critics used akrodtes to refer to both). I thus con
sistently refer to “the viewer/reader” (and not “viewer/listener”) as the audience 
of kavya in its combined sense, and also use “viewer” and “reader” when drama and 
poetry, respectively, are specifically under discussion. All technical terms are orga
nized in an English-Sanskrit glossary that lists the choices I have made.

The aim of producing as readable a sourcebook as possible has encouraged me to 
really try to translate the thought as well as the words of our authors. I therefore 
put into the translation what is implied in the text and consistently eschew the 
tangle of brackets that chokes so many translations of technical Sanskrit with 
pedantry. Anyone who knows Sanskrit will not need brackets to understand how I 
translate as I do, and those who do not will not care (the same holds for diacritics in 
proper names, which I have eliminated). Brackets are used only for numbers or 
letters to help the reader follow an argument, and for the page numbers of the original 
within a selection. Parentheses enclose material that is itself parenthetical in the 
original, as well as page numbers at the start of a selection.

I have tried wherever possible to consult manuscripts in the case of textual un
certainties. The most important are those of the Abhinavabharati, but copies of 
materials held in Trivandrum were able to be acquired very late in my work, and could 
be used only sparingly. Where multiple editions of a Sanskrit text are listed in the 
bibliography, the translation is based on the one listed first. In citing prose texts, 
where chapter and verse number are not available, I supply both page and line num
ber (e.g., 282.1; when there is more than one volume, 1.282.1).13 An asterisk indicates 
conjectured names of works no longer extant (e.g., Com m entary on the Treatise on 
Drama, of Bhatta Lollata). In the annotations, references to the original verse num
ber or pages of texts (identified by their abbreviations) include “above” or “below” 
when the passage is excerpted in the Reader; actual page numbers in the Reader have 
been added only when deemed essential.
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A RASA READER



Introduction

An Intellectual History of Rasa

kan prcchamah surah svarge nivasamo vayam bhuvi/ 

kim va kdvyarasah svadhuh kim va svadhlyasi sudha//

The gods live in heaven and we on earth, so whom can we ask 

which is sweeter, the rasa of poetry or the nectar of immortality?

-ANONYMOUS

1. WHAT WAS "AESTHETICS" IN CLASSICAL INDIA?

What exactly we are experiencing when we see a play or read a novel is one of the 

core questions of the humanities, because that experience is one of the core aspects 

of what it means to be human. Entering into another world, by some measure an un

real one, and losing ourselves in it completely is an almost everyday occurrence, but 

one that only gains in mystery because it is quotidian. To watch ourselves watching 

something unreal, and willingly embracing that real unreality, no m atter how sad 

or terrifying, is to enter into a fascinating hall of mirrors. Making sense of the re

flections in this hall is what “aesthetics” in part is concerned to do. Although story

telling in drama or poetry is a universal hum an practice, few people have meditated 

as deeply and systematically on the questions it raises as thinkers in India, who 

over a period of 1,500 years, between the third and the eighteenth centuries, carried 

on an intense conversation about the emotional world of the story and its complex 

relationships to the world of the audience.

In gauging the contributions of what, for reasons I will specify momentarily, we 

may call Indian aesthetics, it would seem prudent to put the empirical horse before 

the theoretical cart and ask first what the thought world of classical India actually 

looked like, and only then to see how, if at all, it might align with present-day con

ceptual categories. The series in which this book appears, however, is intended not
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only for specialists but also for generalists and comparativists, who not unreason

ably would want to know at the outset something about how their own thought world 

maps against what they are about to encounter.

To this end, it makes sense to begin by clarifying what we mean by “aesthetics” 

and asking how it has come to be what it is today. To address the first question, it is 

less helpful to know what people now abstractly take “aesthetics” to mean than to 

see what they pragmatically do with it. We can gauge something of this pragmatic 

understanding by looking at a contemporary overview of the subject, like a recent 

Oxford anthology.1 This consists of six sections of readings; the titles of four are: “Why 

identify anything as a rt?”; “What do artists do?”; “Can we ever understand an 

artwork?”; and “How can we evaluate art?” These are all questions no Indian thinkers 

before modernity, at least none who wrote in Sanskrit, ever systematically raised, not 

because of their incompetence but because of their different cultural presuppositions 

and conceptual needs. For one thing, there was no unified sphere with a particular 

designation we could translate by the English term  “art.” There were separate cul

tural domains of poetry (kavya), drama (naty a ), music (sam glta , consisting of vocal 

and instrum ental music and dance), and less carefully thematized practices, with 

terminology also less settled, including painting (citra ), sculpture (often p u sta), ar

chitecture (for which there was no common term  at all), and the crafts (kala), which 

could include many of the preceding when that was deemed necessary. In these sep

arate domains there was never any dispute, at least overtly, about what was and was 

not to be included, though sometimes works passed into and out of a given category, 

according to historically changing reading or viewing practices. Furthermore, almost 

everything outside the literary realm, let alone the cultural realm, remained outside 

classical Indian aesthetic analysis (including nature: though Shiva was a dancer, God 

in India was generally not an artist). There are exhaustive normative descriptions 

of painting and music technique, but these comprise no systematic aesthetic reflec

tion. Painting is referred to only once in all our texts, in a celebrated analogy on 

imitation framed by Shri Shankuka around 850 and repeated down the centuries.2 

Music is mentioned only a handful of times in  passing, and although a celebrated 

musicological treatise does frame rasa as its central aesthetic problem, what it of

fers is standard literary rasa;3 the question whether music can be narrative or pro

grammatic, or why and how we respond emotionally to it at all—questions that intrigue 

contemporary aesthetics—was never asked. Indian aesthetic theory was founded upon 

representation of hum an emotion in the literary artwork and our capacity not just 

to find the representation “beautiful” but to g et inside it.

As for questions of creativity and genius (pratibha ), Indian thinkers certainly were 

interested in them,4 but they never thought it necessary to develop a robust theory

m
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to account for their nature or impact on the work. Interpretation was never thema- 

tized as a discrete problem of knowledge in literary texts. Hermeneutical theory was 

expanded from scriptural to literary studies beginning in the m id-ninth century, 

but literary interpretation as such was something to be pragmatically addressed in 

the course of exegesis. And although larger theses were offered about how meaning 

is produced, a work’s overall meaning was rarely posed as an explicit, let alone as a 

theoretical, question.5 Critical judgm ents were certainly rendered, strengths and 

weaknesses were recorded, and forms of practical canonization were widespread (in 

anthologies, praise poems, imitation), but literary evaluation itself was not framed 

as a philosophical problem. Last, while careful attention was directed to beauty 

(saundarya ), especially in literature (which does have a role to play in aesthetic 

reflection), beauty was typically disaggregated into its constituents—figuration, 

naturalistic description, verbal texture, modes of m eaning production (such as 

implicature), and emotional register—and never became an object of abstract consid

eration in and of itself.

In two other sections of the Oxford anthology, however, the Indian and the con

tem porary Western disciplines overlap: “Why describe anything as aesthetic?” and 

“Why respond emotionally to a rt?” Although the second would never have been 

framed as an option in India, these two questions bring us to the core of the Indian 

concern with aesthetics, a term  we may therefore unhesitatingly adopt despite the 

fact that no single word in Sanskrit is available to translate it.6 (Remember that even 

in English “aesthetics” is not found in the intended sense before the eighteenth 

century.) What Indian thinkers wanted to figure out above all was what exactly distin

guishes an aesthetic from a nonaesthetic object or event, and how that distinction 

plays out in audience response. But this was something they were able to do only once 

they had analyzed how emotion was form ally  created—and the analysis they devel

oped provides something as yet unavailable in Western aesthetics: a systematic 

account of how emotions are represented, a “general inquiry into the character of the 

emotional structure specific to what we call literature.”7

As for the particular history of aesthetics as a discourse in the West, we need only 

delineate what that means for our understanding of the Indian case and provide a 

few benchmark questions to bear in mind as we proceed. There is now widespread 

agreement that the origins of what we recognize as Western aesthetics have some

thing centrally to do with the coming of Western modernity. In the eyes of Max 

Weber, the leading exegete of that historical rupture, art in premodernity everywhere 

was completely subordinated to the religious sphere. Only with the growth of the 

“rationalization” of life that defines modernity, and the associated shrinking, in We

ber’s assessment, of religion’s capacity to provide salvation did the aesthetic sphere

[ 3 ]



I N T R O D U C T I O N :  AN I N T E L L E C T U A L  H I S T O R Y  OF RAS A

for the first time become autonomous, initially as a surrogate for and then as a 

competitor of religion, with its own value system of taste contending with that of 

religious morals (a view for which M atthew Arnold was a key representative in 

England). A more politically textured reading would understand the aesthetic sphere 

as an ideological form constructed at once in connection with the rise of class soci

ety and as a challenge to it, but also deeply shaped by the European experience of 

colonialism. Hegel’s aesthetic theory, for example, emerged not only from the new 

bourgeoisie’s contemplation of its own world but also from its confrontation (repre

sented in Hegel’s comparative method) with what was not of its own world.8

Aesthetics was famously invented as a European academic discipline by Alexander 

Baumgarten in 1735, though philosophical aesthetics has its origins a decade earlier 

in Francis Hutcheson’s An Inquiry Concerning Beauty (1725). By far the most influential 

contribution to the field has been Immanuel Kant’s Critique o f  Judgm ent (1790). For 

Kant, “taste is the faculty forjudging,” and judgments of “taste” determine whether 

or not something is beautiful and are based on feelings of pleasure. His principal 

concern is with the subjectivity of such judgments; they have nothing to do with what 

in his view constitutes real knowledge. The most im portant modern account of the 

modern aesthetic revolution, at once intellectual-historical and philosophical, is 

that of Hans-Georg Gadamer. The rise of what he calls “aesthetic consciousness” in 

Kant and especially Schleiermacher refers to the devaluation of aesthetic knowl

edge. True knowledge became exclusively scientific; the hermeneutical “knowledge” 

rendered by a rt experience was shunted off to the purely subjective realm and 

relegated to a place between the skeptic’s quotation marks.

Core to the dom inant views on the rise of Western aesthetics, then, is a set of 

shared assumptions: that the creation of a domain of art entirely separate from re

ligion is a phenomenon associated with, even partly defining, modernity; that the 

rise of the discourse that takes this domain as its object was conditioned in part by 

m odernity’s work of “purification,” to use Bruno Latour’s idiom, and in part by the 

cultural problems posed by its evil twin, colonialism; that the rise of scientific ration

alism was accompanied by a devaluation of what was not science, and that therefore 

the knowledge, moral and emotional and otherwise, that art offers and aesthetics 

aims to explain was rendered nonknowledge. This is the horizon of interpretation 

that modern students by default bring to the study of classical Indian aesthetics and 

that shapes their understanding. How far Indian thought corroborates these assump

tions, or instead explodes them, will emerge from our reconstruction. This raises 

intellectual-historical problems of its own, as do the many parallels between the 

Indian and Western traditions—not least, the use of the category “taste” itself, the 

most literal translation of the word rasa.

[ 4 ]



One of these parallels lies in the overall conceptual configuration of the problem 

of emotion in literature. Theorization in the West, at least in the modern period, of

ten juxtaposes concerns with the author’s emotion in the creation of the literary 

artwork (as in “expression theory”) with the emotion embedded in the text by vir

tue of its formal properties (as in American New Criticism) and with the reader’s 

emotional engagement with the text (as in some versions of reception theory).9 A 

strikingly analogous set of concerns can be found in India, but here the ideas take 

on the contours of a sharp historical development.

The earliest evidence we have of rasa, or at least a component of the rasa com

plex, lies in the story of the “first poet” and the creation of poetry; this was followed 

by a long period of intense analysis of the formal structure of the aesthetic object, 

beginning with the foundational text of the discourse, the Treatise on Drama. The aes

thetic revolution in the tenth century brought to the fore the aesthetic subject—the 

audience and its response—though older conceptions would persist, if sometimes in 

strikingly new formulations.10

2. RASA IN THE POET

In the Ram ayana of Valmiki (last centuries b .c.e .), the first work of what would come 

to be called kavya, or classical Sanskrit literature, the poet recounts how a sage passed 

on to him a tale about the deeds of the great Prince Rama (who, along with his wife, 

Sita, would supply the paradigmatic examples of hero and heroine throughout the 

history of Sanskrit aesthetics). When Valmiki later sees a hunter kill a bird in the act 

of mating, he experiences a transformative moment of soka, grief, and he spontane

ously utters a curse in a form of language utterly unfamiliar to him, namely sloka, ver

sified poetry. In this story we find the first acknowledgment not only that the specific 

power of literature lies in the expression of emotion—the phonemic correspondence 

soka/sloka maps an ontological one—but also that the expression of the poet’s own 

emotion constitutes this power.

That “the poetry is in the pity” of the poet was a conception still alive almost a 

millennium after Valmiki, though now couched in a more theoretically sophisticated 

idiom. The mid-ninth-century thinker Anandavardhana, when arguing that it is rasa 

that makes literature literature, explains that it was to demonstrate this fact that 

“the grief of the first p o e t . . .  was shown to be transformed into verse. For grief is 

the stable emotion of the tragic rasa.”11 The idea that the literary artwork is an 

expression of the author’s own emotion is summarized in an oft-quoted verse of 

Ananda’s: “If the poet is filled with passion, the whole world of his poem will consist 

of rasa; if not, it will be completely devoid of it.”12

[ 5 ]
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This Indian version of the expression theory of literary creation informs some of 

the earliest systematic thinking about rasa. We find it in the Treatise on Drama, in one 

definition of the all-important term  “emotion”: “‘Emotion’ (bhava) is also so called 

because it serves to ‘bring into being’ (bhavayan ) the poet’s inner emotion (bhava), 

by means of the four registers of acting: verbal, physical, psychophysical, and 

scenic.”13 And it reappears in one of the earliest discussions of rasa in the rhetorical 

tradition. Around the beginning of the eighth century Dandin declares that “Rasa is 

found in both the language and the subject matter, and insightful people become in

toxicated by it like bees by honey”; his tenth-century commentator Ratnashrijnana 

explains that “by ‘insightful people’ is m eant poets who understand ra s a . . . .  It is 

they who become intoxicated by a poem filled with rasa”—th at is, no doubt, by 

their own poem.14

Yet over time, Indian thinkers would move far away from this view and never 

really return, for they came to understand that rasa cannot be a response to the real 

world, the world outside the theater, for there, grief is truly grief. It was precisely 

the difference between the two experiences that became their preoccupation. The 

poet would continue to be included, if with ever diminishing frequency, in discus

sions of who really experiences rasa. In fact, it is surprising to see Bhatta Tota, the 

teacher of the celebrated Abhinavagupta (c. 1000), still asserting on the threshold 

of the aesthetic revolution (and in a way irreconcilable with his student’s later 

views) that “the protagonist, the poet, and the audience . . .  all have the same expe

rience,” and even the author of that revolution, Bhatta Nayaka himself, maintaining 

the position.15 At the end, however, these references are more commendatory than 

substantial. The poet’s emotion becomes a vestigial question, found only in a type 

of literature containing not rasa but only emotion, given that the feelings involved 

(“desire” for God, for example) are excluded by the canonical definition of rasa and 

hence can never develop into it. The “predominant element” in such work remains 

the speaker’s, that is the poet’s, emotion. Elsewhere, what the poet himself felt would 

become irrelevant to Sanskrit poetry and its theory.

3. RASA SEEN, IN THE PLAY

The organized presentation of aesthetics, beyond the desultory remarks of early 

poets, forms a subordinate component of two closely related bodies of sastra, that is, a 

body of systematic thought, or theory. One of these, which was both earlier and more 

consequential for the history of classical aesthetics, is natyasastra, the theory of 

drama. Its origins are unknown, but as a structured form of thought it is unlikely to 

predate the early centuries c.E. The other is alahkdrasdstra, poetics or literary the-
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ory generally, which arose around the sixth century but gradually appropriated the 

discourse on aesthetics, especially with the demise of dramaturgical theory after 

about the thirteenth century (most of the texts here are in fact from works on poetics). 

A key problem in aesthetic theory was finding ways to connect these two disciplines, 

which meant extending a system originating in “visual literature,” or drama, to 

“aural literature,” or narrative poetry.

The oldest extant text on dram aturgy in India is itself titled N atyasastra, the Trea

tise on Dram a, and is ascribed to the sage Bharata. The original composition (early 

centuries c.e .) was revised at some point, most probably in ninth-century Kashmir, 

where we observe a new and intense commentarial interest in the work. The Treatise 

is a comprehensive account of everything from the ritual preliminaries of a theatri

cal performance to the various types of acting (language, gestures, facial expressions, 

costume and makeup) to music, dance, and stage design, clearly addressed in the first 

instance to those who create and perform drama. Chapter 6 is the closest thing we 

have to a foundational text of the discipline of aesthetics, where the celebrated 

“aphorism on rasa” is found: “Rasa arises from the conjunction of factors, reactions, 

and transitory emotions.” Explaining this compact statem ent remained for a full 

millennium and a half what it meant to explain aesthetic experience.16

It is in keeping with its purpose and readership that the Treatise should be con

cerned with rasa as something generated by the formal features of the drama. The 

analytical dissection of objects in the world that present themselves to us ready-made 

is at the very heart of the Sanskrit intellectual tradition, most prominently on 

display in the work of the Sanskrit grammarians. One of the aims of the Treatise is 

accordingly to break down the phenomenological unity of the drama into its con

stituent parts. These include the “leading male character” and “leading female charac

ter,” the bases of the emotional structure of the play: depending on which aspect of 

this structure is emphasized in the story, the man can be represented as the “foun

dational factor” of sexual desire, say, for the woman, or (more frequently) she the 

foundational factor for him. Other beings (or things) function as the foundation for 

other emotions, but the set of emotions available for representation is finite; there 

are eight and eight only, the dom inant or basic emotions. The characters move 

through different scenic contexts th at stim ulate their desire (moonlit nights, for 

example, or pleasure gardens), and can therefore be identified as “stim ulant fac

tors.” No one experiences a basic emotion pure and unmixed, but rather conjoined 

with other feelings of a more ephemeral nature—the “transitory emotions,” long

ing, disquiet, or despair, for example, in the case of sexual desire. These, which num

ber exactly thirty-three, are more complex than the translation “emotion” might 

suggest, since they include physical events such as torpor, sickness, possession, and
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dying, and traits such as sagacity that we commonly understand as inhering in a per

son in a stable way. Such emotions are interior phenomena, unknowable to others 

except through the physical “reactions” with which they are invariably connected: 

seductive glances, for example, in the case of desire (physical reactions constitute 

an open category, and therefore are not numbered and listed). Finer distinctions can 

be introduced in these physical reactions by identifying those where the psychologi

cal dimension (sattva) is more prominent: the perspiring, horripilation, and pallor 

that occur in connection with desire are different from those th at have purely 

material causes (heat, cold, illness), and may therefore be classed as “psychophysical 

responses” (sattvikabhavas), eight of which are identified.17

From such an analytical perspective the play looks like a jumble of disconnected 

components, but the very performative—and almost alchemical—process that char

acterizes drama and that forms the subject m atter of the Treatise subordinates and 

homogenizes them. They are ultimately combined into a whole, where each compo

nent is at once preserved and subsumed, that constitutes the unified emotional core 

of a given scene and of the play as a whole. This core is its rasa, or “taste,” which may 

be likened to the flavor of a drink of multiple ingredients, complex but unified.

Many readers new to the analysis of rasa—and some in the tradition itself—react 

unfavorably not only to its apparent numerological obsession, its mania for count

ing and listing, but also to the very supposition that emotional phenomena can be 

listed and counted. Yet making sense of emotion in literature is partly about making 

sense of emotion as such, and thus defining and delimiting it. This is all the more 

the case for authors and actors, who are concerned with making emotion, not just 

making sense of it. Every tradition of inquiry into the emotions, ancient Greek or 

imperial Chinese or early or late-modern European, has sought to define and list 

them, especially those held to be basic.18 If we think carefully about the list of eight 

in the Treatise—desire, amusement, grief, anger, determination, fear, revulsion, and 

amazement—we will recognize th at it comprises only those th at can actually be 

communicated in performance. For “literature m eant to be seen,” one descriptor 

coined early on and perhaps in the Treatise itself for distinguishing dram a from 

other types of belles lettres, emotion that can be seen was naturally counted as basic.19 

Some scholars who have studied the question of emotion and physical expression, like 

the philosopher William James, have found a very close, even defining, connection 

between them: “A woman is sad,” he wrote somewhat counterintuitively, “ because she 

weeps.”20 But others have held, more persuasively and more in harmony with the 

Indian view, th at there are invisible emotions, such as motherly love. As Darwin 

described it, “No emotion is stronger th an  m aternal love, but a mother may feel 

deepest love for her helpless infant, and yet not show it by any outward sign.”21 Such
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emotions could never be rasa—until such time as the boundaries of “literature that 

can be seen” would no longer define what rasa could in fact be.

One of the most important and fertile yet intractable questions for the entire sub

sequent aesthetic tradition is what Bharata thought rasa is—or in the terms that 

would later be used, where it resides and who experiences it. Given th at the funda

mental concern of the Treatise is performance, and that, as a result, its analytical 

concern is the formal features of drama, it is understandable that Bharata should 

consistently discuss rasa as something located in the performative event, in the ac

tors and the characters they represent (as also, as we have seen, in the heart of the 

playwright). In the Treatise, as one scholar has observed, the words rasa and bhava 

(emotion) “invariably” refer to the activity of the artist and not the spectator, “the 

aesthetic situation, the art object outside,” not any subjective state of reception.22 

Both the Treatise taken as a whole and its earliest interpretations corroborate this 

judgment. The text’s overriding concern and its typical descriptions show that for 

Bharata, rasa was an emotional state in the character that “arises” when the various 

formal components of the drama enumerated are successfully “conjoined” in per

formance. And this assessment is exactly what is presupposed by the contentious 

course—whose contentions would otherwise make no sense—taken by the entire 

later history of aesthetics.

There is more to the organizing metaphor of “taste” than the combination of di

verse ingredients into a unity. A thing can certainly be said have a taste in itself, but 

the very idea of taste also of course presupposes a taster. The text itself unpacks the 

metaphor in a prose passage (most of the work is in verse): “Just as discerning people 

relish tas te s . . .  discerning viewers relish the stable emotions . . .  and they feel joy.”23 

We do not know whether the passage is original to the unreconstructed, pre- 

Kashmirian Treatise (aspects of its phraseology suggest it is not), but even so, it does 

not cloud the prim ary focus of the work, the “art object” of the drama itself rather 

than the “subjective state” of the viewer. It would be some six centuries before the 

formal analysis of rasa would give way to the phenomenology of its reception.

4. RASA HEARD, IN THE POEM

What happens when a theory developed for drama, for “literature that is seen,” is 

appropriated for poetry, “literature that is heard”—read out before an audience but 

certainly also read privately? The fact that such an appropriation took place in classi

cal India is transparent in the historical record, but Indian thinkers themselves 

were also fully aware of it. “Generally speaking,” wrote one poetician at a time when 

the extension was already well under way, “the nature of rasa has been discussed by
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Bharata and others in reference to drama. I shall examine it here, according to my 

own lights, in reference to poetry.”24 The consequences of this far-reaching expan

sion of rasa theory can be charted principally in three domains: the discursive, where 

a dramaturgical concept was assimilated to a new knowledge structure, the theory 

of rhetoric, to which it was alien; the conceptual, where the specific nature of the 

art form—narrative, not performative—required a new linguistic analysis of rasa; and 

the categorical, for the defining condition of rasa as something actually visible on 

the stage no longer constrained the understanding of what emotions could count as 

a rasa. In all three domains, however, the discourse on rasa remained formal, and 

attention was still squarely focused on the text.

4.1 As Figure

The theoretical analysis of poetry, which, as noted, came into being much later than 

dramaturgy, centers on its figurative nature. For the early theorists, poetry was above 

all language usage marked by “indirection,” that is, by figures of sense such as 

metaphor or metonymy. Literary theory, hence, was predominantly a theory of 

“ornaments,” rhetoric, or figures (alankdrasdstra; the term  itself is late); other early 

concerns, with language “qualities” (such as phonemic texture), for example, or re

gional styles, would eventually fade. The question itself, why it was felt necessary to 

assimilate a dramatic theory of aesthetic emotion into such a poetics, was never 

raised. Perhaps we need look for an explanation no further than  the growing intel

lectual dominance of the idea itself, as embodied above all in the m aturation of 

Sanskrit drama (the works of Kalidasa, late fourth century, are exemplary). At all 

events, by the ninth century thinkers like Rudrata were insisting that writers “take 

all possible care to endow a literary text,” th at is, a poem, “with rasas,” for people 

recoil from literature without rasa—the “juicy” parts of the text, after all—as they re

coil from a dry moral treatise.25 The only way to effect this assimilation, given rheto

ric’s discursive constraints, was to think of aesthetic emotion as one more type of 

figure, and this was the course followed for the first several centuries.

In the simplest terms, the new “emotion tropes,” as we might name them, all rep

resent expressions of heightened feeling: where a given emotion clearly manifests 

itself; where a warmly felt compliment is conveyed; where a character’s arrogance 

or vehemence is expressed.26 While not embodying the indirection that defines other 

figures, these remain specialized uses of language and hence may be conceived of as 

“ornaments” and thus objects suited to a theory of ornamentation. For the early au

thors (of whom only the works of Bhamaha, mid-seventh century, and Dandin, early 

eighth century, survive), rasa was clearly subordinate to and therefore easily sub-
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sumed under the larger discourse on figures; it did not yet constitute the heart of 

literariness.

The last formulation of the rhetorical analysis of aesthetic emotion, and now a 

somewhat dissonant one, is marked by the work of Udbhata (c. 800). On the one hand, 

as we might expect from the first known commentator on the Treatise on Drama, 

Udbhata radically redefines the emotion tropes to approximate the full rasa typol

ogy. What for earlier writers was the “expression of heightened emotion” becomes in 

Udbhata the “full realization” of rasa with the complete panoply of aesthetic ele

ments; the “emotional compliment” now becomes the “intim ation” of an emotion; 

the “prideful expression” becomes the “semblance of rasa,” defined as feeling 

marked by social impropriety. And along with these redefinitions, a fourth figure is 

added, the quiescence of an existing rasa.27 At the same time Udbhata lists the 

components conducive to the full creation of rasa: a stable emotion, transitory emo

tions, foundational and stimulant factors, reactions, and, controversially, use of the 

rasa’s “proper term .”28 In all these cases the conception of rasa remains precisely 

what it was in the past: a phenomenon immanent in the text, a formal feature re

lated to the characters in the narrative.

However, the internal strain in the system has become apparent: despite his 

effort to approximate the dram aturgical model, Udbhata continues to categorize 

all these as figures of speech, and, like Bhamaha and Dandin, to group them  with 

such tropes as “disingenuous expression” and the “description of providential help.” 

By the end of the ninth century, Udbhata’s commentator Pratiharenduraja was con

fessing how markedly the conceptual terrain had shifted from the time of his author: 

“Whether the rasas and the emotions, given that they are the source of the highest 

literary beauty, are ‘ornaments’ of literature or its very life force will not be a subject 

for consideration here lest it unduly lengthen the book.”29 The commentator’s ques

tion would be answered almost immediately.

4.2 As Implicature

The primacy of rasa in literature and the difficulty of containing it within the con

ceptual framework of figures was first recognized by Rudrata sometime in the early 

ninth century. But it was Anandavardhana a generation or two later who made rasa 

the central organizing concept of literary analysis in his Light on Implicature. Adopt

ing an idea from Mimamsa, scriptural hermeneutics or the “science of sentence 

meaning,” foundational to the great transformation of rasa in the following genera

tion, Ananda reasoned that, just like sentences, literary texts were “teleological,” de

fined by having a single end or meaning, which in the case of the literary text he
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identified as its rasa, or emotional core.30 The idea that rasa, thus transformed into 

the ultimate goal of literature, could be subsumed under the logic of tropology and 

function as a figure—something that ornaments something else of greater signifi

cance in the economy of the poem, the way a metaphor ornaments the m essage- 

ceased to make sense for Ananda. Or more precisely, it made sense only according to 

the relationship just mentioned for metaphor. Thus, where the dominant element 

in the poem can be clearly seen to lie in its narrative content, such as the grandeur 

of God or flattery of a king, any emotional expression such as the tragic or erotic 

would have to be ranked as subordinate. Some thinkers, like Kuntaka in the century 

after Ananda, would insist that even in such poems as prayers to gods or encomia to 

kings the rasa remained dominant, “the thing to be ornam ented”—“There is no sep

arate thing to be apprehended beyond the mental state itself that constitutes the 

narrative content,” he argues passionately—and hence could never itself constitute 

an ornam ent.31 For still others, by a tendency toward preservation widespread in 

Indian intellectual history, the notion that rasas are indeed figures of speech would 

survive into the thirteenth  century and beyond.32

Anandavardhana’s liberation of the rasa of poetry from the prison house of rhet

oric, however, is not what earned him  his im portant place in the intellectual 

history of aesthetics. His most historically consequential idea concerned the com

municative medium of rasa in a world purely textual and no longer performative. 

How, he asked—or at least this is the question buried below the surface of his 

answer—can rasa be made known when there is nothing to see, when it is the rasa 

of “literature that is heard”?

Here again the central concern remains a formal, textual, and more specifically 

a linguistic process. Surprisingly, Ananda never defines rasa, just as he never dis

cusses its reception (the Sanskrit word for “audience,” sdm ajika, key to so much later 

discussion, is absent from his treatise). He is concerned exclusively with poetic ex

pression. Just as in much poetry (especially the early Prakrit tradition that first sug

gested the idea to Ananda), the narrative element that has overriding importance is 

the one that is m eant without being directly expressed,33 so rasa, Ananda argues, can 

never be a m atter of direct denotation. Explaining how something intended but 

unspoken could be communicated, whether it is an emotional or narrative or even 

rhetorical element, and especially the first of those in a nonperformative literary 

environm ent, required hypothesizing a new linguistic modality. This Ananda 

named dhvani, “implicature,” and through this, rasa (and the rest of the unsaid) is 

“manifested” the way an object in a dark room is manifested by a lamp.34 The vast 

taxonomic elaboration of implicature th a t Ananda developed can be divided into 

two main types: “where the literal meaning is not intended at all, and where it is in-
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tended but subordinated to some o ther m eaning.” The im plicature o f  rasa occupies 

a special conceptual niche: it is the on ly  typ e  in  the second category w here the suc

cession o f  meanings, from  litera l to  in tended—that is, from  the d isaggregated aes

thetic elements to  the unified  em otional “ m ean ing” produced by them  and v iew ed  

as a to ta lity—is not registered  by the reader but instead arises w ith  apparent (but 

on ly  apparent) im m ediacy.35

The cla im  that norm al lingu istic processes fa iled  to  exp la in  the form al produc

tion  o f  rasa and a new  one had to  be postu lated w ou ld be hotly  contested in  the 

cen tu ry a fter Ananda, most notably by Bhatta Nayaka (c. 900), who sought to com 

pletely overtu rn  the notion  o f  “ m an ifestation ” by re th ink ing the nature o f  rasa 

itse lf—a ven tu re unim aginab le, it w ou ld  seem, to  Ananda. Others, like Dhanika 

(c. 975) in his on ly fragm entarily preserved Analysis o f  Literature, insisted that the older 

doctrin e o f  sentence in ten tiona lity  (tâtparya ) was adequate, or, like M ahim a Bhatta 

(c. 1000), reduced im plicature to  log ica l in ference.36 The preh is tory  o f  Ananda ’s 

th eory  is equally im portant. Udbhata had claim ed that the “ proper term ”  fo r a rasa— 

“the actual lexeme, ‘desire,’ for example”  (as his comm entator explains)—is as essential 

a factor in its creation  as the stable em otion  and other “aesthetic elem ents.” This 

“gives us to  understand the presence o f  the em otion  because it refers to  it.” 37 The 

po in t seems natu ra l enough, indeed  in evitab le : is it possible to  express passion 

w ithou t using the w ord  “ passion” ? In  a poem , unlike a dram a, em otions cannot be 

shown but have to  be to ld—but how  can you  te ll w ithou t nam ing? And in  fact early 

writers, such as Bhavabhuti (c. 800), seem to bend over backward to m eet the requ ire

m ent enunciated by (though not necessarily o rig ina ting w ith ) Udbhata.38 But some 

before Ananda contested the idea, and others a fter h im  saw it as a lite ra ry  flaw: i f  

rasa can only be im plied, then  d irec tly  nam ing it was autom atically a defect. As a 

late w riter put it, “ The allure o f  things that should be covered, like a w om an ’s breasts, 

is d im in ished w hen  they are open ly shown; so too  are transitory em otions ex

pressed by th e ir  ow n  words w hen  th ey  should be ind icated  by physical reactions 

and the like.” 39 Shri Shankuka’s critique a few  generations before Ananda was based 

on a pow erfu l and convincing d istinction  he was thé first to  draw, betw een  m ere 

re feren tia l language and the expressive language requ ired  for rasa, w h ile  Kuntaka’s 

response—long a fte r  the transition  o f  rasa from  dram atic to  poetic th eory  was 

made, and its o rig ina l problems w ere no longer th inkable—was sim ply rid icu le.40

i f  Ananda tu rned this problem  in to a cornerstone o f  his theory,41 his com m enta

tor Abh inavagupta re flected  m ore in sigh tfu lly  on the matter, and, surprisingly, re 

asserted som eth ing o f  the va lid ity  o f  Udbhata’s view . “ It is essential,”  he says (not in 

his com m entary on Ananda, understandably, but in The New  Dramatic A rt) for words 

such as those fo r the transitory em otions to  be “expressive o f  rasa,” because i f  it were
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not possible to  use the actual words fo r transitory  em otions, reactions, and the like, 

they could never be com m unicated; it w ou ld be “ v ir tu a lly  impossible to  com prehend 

them ,”  and the words them selves w ou ld  have no sign ifica tion  at a ll.42 H ow ever 

in teresting, even  profound in  its ow n  way, th is dispute m ay be and how ever com 

plicated its h istory, the key po in t has again to  do w ith  the extension  o f  the rasa 

tem plate from  play to  poem . Udbhata’s position  becom es less con trovers ia l when 

v iew ed  w ith in  the problem atic o f  the textual constitu tion  o f  aesthetic em otion, and 

in  the h istorica l con tex t o f  try in g  to  solve th e  prob lem  o f  p roducing rasa not in 

perform ance, w here it (o r rather, its signs) can actually be seen, but in narrative, 

w here it can on ly  be im agined  w hen  “ heard.”

4.3 New Categories

Indian  th inkers w ou ld  puzzle over the relationship betw een  dram a and p o e try  for 

centuries. Around 950, Abh inavagupta’s teacher Bhatta Tota argued that “ Rasa ex

ists on ly in  drama, and in p o e try  on ly to  the degree that it m im ics dram a”; it “comes 

in to being,”  as Abhinava paraphrased, “on ly when a state o f  awareness sim ulating 

perception  comes in to being.”  A  little  la ter Bhoja asserted, contrarily, the prim acy 

o f  poets over actors and p oe try  over dram a, on the grounds that

A subject does not expand the heart / so powerfully when we see it portrayed 

as when it flashes forth from  the words / o f great poets declaimed with art.43

Or, as an early  th irteen th -cen tu ry  scholar put it, the superiority o f  poetic language 

to  dram atic acting lies in  “ the range o f  its narrative power.” 44 Yet, i f  p o e try  is com 

parable to  dram a in the deep v isu a lity  it can produce through  that power, it offers 

in the end a radically d ifferen t aesthetic experience.

As a consequence, the extension  o f  the th eory  o f  aesthetic em otion  from  dram a 

to  p o e try  en ta iled  con fron tin g  the m ajor challenges in  the discursive and concep

tual dom ains w e have rev iew ed : the tropo log ica l assessment o f  rasa in  early  rh eto 

ric tex ts (since there was no o ther w ay to  assim ilate it to  the discourse), and the 

sem antic reth ink ing fe lt to  be necessary by Anandavardhana (since there was no 

other way to  make sense o f  its purely verbal m ode o f  representation). It remains to 

exp lore the th ird  dom ain  o f  impact: the categorization  o f  rasa. Once v is ib ility  had 

ceased to lim it the understanding o f  what em otions could count as a rasa, a Pandora’s 

box was opened. It was no longer a question o f  being able to te ll sim ply by showing; 

now  one could show by te llin g  (or “ im p lying” ), and the palette o f  rasas could be in

creased theoretica lly  to  the ve ry  lim its o f  expressive language and psychological
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com plexity. Eventually, as the extension  o f  rasa th eory  to  poetics had becom e natu

ra lized  and its origins in  dram aturgy ceased to  provide justifica tion  for any lim its, 

Indian th inkers began  to react as un favorab ly as th e ir m odern  counterparts to  the 

closed list o f  em otions (dram aturgica l theorists, however, such as Dhanamjaya and 

Dhanika, still resisted).45 “ The conventional w isdom  that the term  rasa refers on ly 

to  the heroic, the fantastic, and the rem ain ing six,”  says Bhoja at the start o f  his 

Light on Passion, is m ere “ superstition” : “our in tention  in  this w ork  is to  put it to 

rest.” 46 He accord ingly adds a w ide range o f  new  rasas, including the vainglorious, 

the noble, and m otherly  love—this last being the m ost telling, since it explains all 

the others g iven  its inheren t lack (as Darw in  argued) o f  visual expressibility. No 

longer lim ited  by physical perform ability , the category o f  rasa was now  open, and 

would be expanded over the centuries, som etim es—as in  the case o f  the “d evo

tion a l” rasa—in the face o f  in tense scholarly opposition.47 The dispute over the 

peacefu l rasa, the em otion  o f  em otionlessness, speaks not on ly to  the d ifficu lt ex

tension from  perform ance, w here it could not be represented , to  narrative, w here 

it could, but also to  the m ovem ent from  form alism , w here it could not be em bod

ied, to  reception , w here it could be fe lt.48 And such re th in k ing  was not ju st about 

classification. The expansion o f  rasas in  narrative p o e try  and fic tion  re flects  an 

expansion o f  the em otiona l im ag ination  o f  w riters  as th ey  exp lored  new  areas o f  

hum an fee ling .49

In  a ll th is in te lle c tu a l fe rm en t sparked by m ov in g  from  stage to  page, rasa 

rem ained what it was from  the start, a phenom enon o f  the text, a form al feature 

perta in ing to  the characters, ju st as earlie r it had been analyzed  as a phenom enon 

o f  the perform ance, w hether perta in in g  to  the actor or to  the character w ith  which 

the actor iden tifies . That rasa was conce ived  o f  as a tex tu a l ob ject, the stable 

em otion  o f  the character when “strengthened” or “ enhanced” by the aesthetic e le

ments, was exp lic itly  acknowledged by Abhinavagupta as “ the v iew  o f  the most an

cient authorities”  such as Dandin th ree  centuries earlier: it is “ the stable em otion  

alone”—the stable em otion  o f  the character—“ that, once in tensified  by the causes, 

reactions, and the rest, becom es rasa.” 50 And this is precisely the v iew  o f  our oldest 

preserved com m entator on the Treatise on Dram a, Bhatta Lollata, according to  whom  

“ rasa in the p r im ary  sense o f  the term  exists in the character.”51

Early scholars w anted  to  understand how  rasa “arises” (Bharata’s w ord ) in  the 

character, in  o ther words, how  the elem ents o f  the artw ork  fo rm ally  com bine to  cre 

ate what the Am erican  N ew  Critics w ou ld  ca ll a “ form ula o f  em otion.” 52 W hen they 

raised ep istem ological questions—do w e “ in fer”  rasa, fo r exam ple; is it som eth ing 

“ m an ifested”  to  us?—the object o f  ana lytica l prim acy always rem ained the em otion  

o f  the character, how  it is “ strengthened “  (Bhatta Lollata) or attains “enhancem ent”
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(Anandavardhana).53 This was also the concern  o f  the poets themselves: when Bana 

(c. 650) exclaim s how  hard it is to  produce a beautifu l poem  and make “ its rasa clear,” 

he is re ferr in g  to  em otions in the text, not its im pact on the reader.54

This v iew  w ou ld be m aintained in  some quarters up to  the tim e o f  Bhoja, who in 

this regard  appears as its last great exponent. As the selections here make clear (and 

his com m entator corroborates), Bhoja, like a ll the earlier thinkers, thought o f  rasa 

first and forem ost as som eth ing in  the character.55 The later steps in the aesthetic 

process—w here poetic language com m unicates rasa to  the reader, w ho can be said 

to  exper ien ce  it—are on ly  im p lic it, n ever a c tu a lly  discussed. Bhatta Nayaka o f  

Kashm ir was the first to  tu rn  his a ttention  p rinc ipa lly  to  those la ter steps, which  

prom pted h im  to  re th in k  both  the on to logy  and the ep istem ology o f  rasa—the ques

tion  o f  how  and w here rasa exists always be in g  re lated  to  how  and where rasa is 

m ade know n—and th ereby  to  spark a tru e  Copern ican  revo lu tion  in  Indian  

aesthetics.

5. RASA IN THE READER

Bhatta Nayaka’s transform ation  o f  rasa th eory  seems to  owe som eth ing to  his spe

cial com bination o f  in te llectual g ifts . He was celebrated as both  a scholar o f  scrip

tural herm eneutics and a litterateur, a man “at once learned in  the four Vedas and 

h im se lf a veritab le tem ple fo r poets,”  according to  a m edieva l chronicle that places 

h im  around 900, a generation  a fter Anandavardhana, whose th eory  o f  “m anifesta

tion ” it was part o f  his goal to  refute. The claims o f  herm eneutics as a broad heuristic 

w ere being ever m ore w idely  asserted during this period; literary  studies, as Ananda 

shows, and jurisprudence in particu lar w ere much influenced. But Bhatta Nayaka’s 

herm eneutic approach to aesthetics lay not ju st in  general analogies, like Ananda’s 

te leo log ica l com parison  o f  sentences and lite ra ry  works. It lay in  fu ll-sca le hom ol

ogies: b etw een  the lite ra ry  tex t and the scrip tura l tex t, the reader and the w or

shiper, and aesthetic pleasure and sp iritual beatitude. Aesthetics its e lf becam e a 

fo rm  o f  herm eneutics, not on ly  in  the trad ition a l Ind ian  sense o f  the term , insofar 

as the same in te rp re tive  m ethod  could be applied  to  it, but in  our con tem porary 

ph ilosoph ica l sense, in sofar as the su b jec tiv ity  o f  th e  reader becam e the cen tra l 

concern.

The most grievous loss to  Indian aesthetics is Bhatta Nayaka’s m asterpiece, the 

M irror o f  the Heart. From the extan t fragm ents and the deta iled  exposition  provided 

by the late ten th -cen tury scholars Dhanamjaya and Dhanika, however, we can get a 

reasonably good  sense o f  his thought. The aim  o f  his critique o f  trad itiona l aesthet

ics was to  red irec t a ttention  away from  the fo rm al process by wh ich  em otion  is
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engendered in and made accessible through  the litera ry  work, tow ard the reader’s 

ow n  experience o f  this em otion: away, that is, from  the response to  fo rm  and to 

w ard the form  o f  response. And  to  m ake better sense o f  w hat actually occurs in  the 

experience o f  response, M im am sa th eory  proved especia lly revelatory.

Bhatta Nayaka’s reconstruction  was predicated upon a critique o f  all earlier as

sessments o f  rasa, on tw o  scores: its on to logy  (how  it exists, w hether in  the charac

ter, the actor, or the poet) and its ep istem ology (how  it comes to  be known, w hether 

through  perception, in ference, or “m an ifestation ” ). Rasa now  refers to  an actual ex

perience and hence cannot belong to  a character like Rama, w ho is dead and gone; 

i f  it w ere som eth ing tru ly  present in  the character who appears before the audience 

members, they w ou ld in  e ffect be observing som eone’s private life, and hence fee l 

such en tire ly  nonaesthetic em otions as em barrassment; in  any case, the whole pur

pose o f  literatu re is en joym ent o f  rasa, and so it can on ly belong to  the v iew in g  or 

read ing subject.

i f  Bhatta Nayaka’s critiqu e sounds m ore stipu lative than  ana lytica l, that is no 

doubt a consequence o f  our sources. Three points come through clearly, however: the 

positions on rasa he was re fu ting w ere real (you do not contest ideas no one holds); 

th ey  w ere  the sole positions on o ffe r ; and his re fu ta tion  o f  them  was profound. 

For the reconstructive part o f  his pro ject it was obviously crucial to  understand 

how  a tex t can actually produce a response in  a reader. The preem inent m ethod 

available for this was M im am sa, and Bhatta Nayaka’s genius lay in  understanding 

how precisely to explain literary textua lity  by the procedures M imamsa had perfected 

fo r scripture, and above all, the incitem ent to action  that tex tu a lity—rather m yste

riously, i f  we pause to  th ink  about it—can summon forth .

To put his com plicated argum ent in  simple term s, w e can im agine Bhatta Nayaka 

starting w ith  the basic questions his tw o  disciplines would have forced  upon him. 

The Veda is concerned, axiom atica lly  for M im am sa, exclusively w ith  com m anding 

religious action  (which in this thought w orld  m eant sacrificia l o fferings), but how  

does the Veda actually prom pt a person to  act? A t the same tim e the Veda is rep lete 

w ith  narrative passages that seem to have noth ing to do w ith  commandments as such 

but m erely describe m eritorious ritual acts o f  other people at other tim es and places: 

“ Now, Indrota  Daivapa Shaunaka once perfo rm ed  th is sacrifice fo r Janamejaya 

Parikshita,”  runs a typ ica l instance, “and by p er fo rm in g  it he extingu ished  all 

ev ildo ing.”56 How do such narrative texts relate to the principal deontic thrust o f  

Vedic com m andm ents, such as “ One who desires heaven should sacrifice” ? And 

w hat can any o f  this te ll us about lite ra ry  texts in genera l—which qua texts should 

be amenable to  M im am sa’s herm eneutic—and specifica lly  about how  and w hy read

ers here and now  are able to  experience a lite ra ry  narrative that always concerns
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o th er peop le  at o th er tim es and places? Is th ere  some force in  the lite ra ry  tex t 

prom pting the reader to  respond that can be com pared to, or elucidated by, the force 

in  scriptural com m andm ent and narrative?

The tw o  cases, Bhatta Nayaka concluded, are precisely hom ologous, since the lin 

guistic force that M im am sa named the “actualization”  or production o f  action works 

in  both. In the operations o f  this force in  literatu re, lite ra ry  language plays a crucial 

role. Its form al properties, above all its figu ra tive  dim ension, render it com pletely 

d ifferen t from  everyday re feren tia l language. W hen a w ord  like “ Sita” is used in a 

poem , it no longer refers to  the particu lar h istorical personage who was Rama’s w ife— 

i f  it continued to  do so, she could n ever becom e a lic it “ foundational factor”  fo r the 

v iew er or reader’s desire, and hence rasa cou ld never arise; in  p o e try  “ Sita”  instead 

signifies w om an as such. This is pa rt o f  w hat Bhatta Nayaka nam ed the process o f  

“com m onization ,”  w hich  enables the reader to  m ake the character’s em otional ex

perience his ow n  in  such a w ay that he “actualizes,”  or reproduces, it.57 The reader 

o f  p oetry  comes to feel what Rama once felt, ju st as the reader o f  scripture is prom pted 

to  do w hat Janamejaya once did. I f  Bhatta Nayaka had spoken the language o f  Euro

pean herm eneutics, he w ou ld have said that the tex t can rea lly  be experienced  on ly 

w hen  one feels addressed by it, w hen  one “ applies” it to  oneself.58 This second m o

m ent, actualiza tion , m ade possible by the firs t m om ent, figu ra tive , o r literary, 

language, is fo llow ed  by w hat Bhatta Nayaka, w ith  another neologism , term s the 

“exp er ien tia liza tion ” o f  the lite ra ry  w ork , w h ich  engenders in  the reader not sac

r if ic ia l action, like a scriptural com m andm ent, but aesthetic pleasure, an end in 

itself.59 A lthough the notion  o f  actualization  is one o f  lingu istic m ediation, the focal 

po in t fo r both  scripture and p oetry  is action, not understanding.

H owever com plex Bhatta Nayaka’s ideas about rasa m ay appear in the shape we 

have them  now, it is easy to  appreciate th e ir  brilliance. They are clearly o f  an order 

o f  m agnitude m ore profound than anyth ing earlier, and they w ere to  u tterly trans

form  aesthetics. Henceforth  nearly every  th inker would return  to the question “W ho 

has rasa?”  and w ou ld conclude that it belongs to  the viewer/reader, that in  fact his 

“ stable em otion ” is w hat is actually at issue in  rasa theory, not the character’s, and 

is what the aesthetic elem ents “enhance.” The physical reactions that are effects o f  

em otion in the character, fo r example, are causes fo r rasa in the viewer/reader;60 later 

thinkers even  argue that his own  reactions becom e diagnostic o f  his ow n  rasa (and 

not just the character’s reactions fo r his). Rasa thus becam e en tire ly  a m atter o f  re

sponse, and the on ly rem ain ing question  was what precisely that response consists 

of. Even here Bhatta Nayaka set the agenda, w hen he described it as a state o f  tota l 

“absorption ,” 61 w h ere  the subject experiences  the pleasure o f  a consciousness 

untouched by the th ings o f  this world, superior even  to  the religious experience
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analogized  to  it: “ N oth ing can com pare w ith  aesthetic rasa,”  says Bhatta Nayaka, 

“not even the rasa spiritual adepts b ring forth .” 62

Once Indian thinkers realized  that the key th ing about rasa is the reader’s or v iew 

er ’s experience, it no longer m a ttered  w heth er rasa is engendered , in fe rred , or 

m anifested in  the character—indeed, ta lk  o f  engenderm ent, in ference, and m anifes

tation  no longer made much sense. They began to  ask how  lite ra ry  language trans

form s discourse about people one does not know  (Rama, Sita) in to som eth ing one as 

a reader is som ehow able to  en ter in to  and find  applicable to  one’s own  self, and how  

that produces a unique kind o f  experience and knowledge. The parad igm  had tru ly  

been shifted.

6. RASA AFTER THE REVOLUTION

Nowhere did Bhatta Nayaka’s new  ideas exert grea ter in fluence than on the scholar 

who most vehem ently cr itic ized  h im , Abhinavagupta. Readers w ill see at the very  

beg inn ing o f  Abhinava’s “ purifica tion ” o f  rasa th eory  in  his New  Dram atic A rt that 

he is en tire ly  dependent on his predecessor’s herm eneutical theory.63 In fact, Abh i

nava’s b rillian t elaboration  o f  that th eo ry  is what enables us, in  the absence o f  the 

M irror o f  the Heart itself, to understand its fu ll implications. But the new  herm eneuti

cal aesthetics had another equally  dram atic im pact that needs exp la in ing, through 

the transubstantiation that Abhinava effected  in the understanding o f  Anandavar- 

dhana’s work.

From  his form alis t perspective Ananda was concerned to  make sense o f  the text- 

in ternal m echanisms by w hich  the sense o f  an em otion  was created. To exp la in  how  

rasa can be com m unicated at all i f  it cannot be an ob ject o f  denotation  or even  con

notation, he hypothesized  as w e saw a new  lingu istic m oda lity  (sabdavrtti) he called 

“ im p lica tu re” or “ m an ifesta tion ” (the tw o  term s here being synonym ous). In the 

wake o f  Bhatta Nayaka’s ideas o f  rasa as reception , however, Ananda’s form alis t ac

count no longer had much traction , and i f  the th eory  was to  be saved in the face o f  

the n ew  paradigm , the concept o f  “m an ifestation ”  w ou ld have to be re in terpreted . 

For his com m entator Abhinava—a cen tu ry  a fter Bhatta Nayaka and even  m ore a fter 

Ananda—what was now  “ m anifested”  was a new ly activated psychological modality, 

the “m ental state”  (cittavrtti) o f  the viewer/reader.64 This he equates w ithout hesitation 

w ith  Bhatta Nayaka’s “experien tia liza tion ”—“ The so-called ‘process o f  experien - 

t ia liza t ion ’ is n o th in g  but th e  p oem ’s im p lica tu re  o f  rasa” 65—even  though  the 

re fu tation  o f  im plicature, in the fo rm  o f  the lingu istic phenom enon it o r ig in a lly  

re ferred  to, had been  one o f  Bhatta Nayaka’s principal objectives. A  lingu istic phe

nom enon is adm itted ly  at the same tim e a cogn itive  phenom enon, but the tw o  can
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be ana ly tica lly  separated, and when Ananda and Nayaka spoke o f  “m an ifestation ” 

it was in  the fo rm er sense. And as Dhanika w ou ld make clear (and logic suggests), 

there is a ve ry  close linkage o f  the ep istem ology o f  rasa w ith  its ontology. Rasa can 

on ly be said to  be “m an ifested ” i f  it is in fact located in  the character, because it a l

ready exists in h im  (h av ing go tten  its existence from  elsewhere, like a pot from  clay) 

and is on ly being brought to  ligh t (like a pot by a lamp). I f  rasa is located in the v iew er 

or reader, however, it  must be “actualized”  in  them  by the lite ra ry  artw ork .66

Abhinava fuses the tw o  ideas—m anifestation  o f  the latent m ean ing o f  a tex t and 

m an ifestation  o f  the latent predispositions in  the v iew er—in  order to  preserve the 

now  en larged concept when m ov in g  from  Anandavardhana’s text-cen tered  v iew  o f  

the concept o f  rasa to  his ow n  new  reader-cen tered  view . There is no question that 

Abhinava “ has taken over m ost o f  the new  ideas” o f  Bhatta Nayaka, but there is also 

no question that these cannot fit  in to the “genera l v iew ” o f  Ananda.67 On the con

trary, A bh inava  tran s fo rm ed  the gen era l v iew , but in  accordance w ith  a much 

broader cu rren t o f  thought.

The d iv id ing lin e betw een  rasa in  the character and rasa in  the audience would 

rem ain  b lu rry fo r some tim e. Dhanika, w rit in g  around 975, appears to have been the 

first person to  draw  a d istinction  betw een  w hat he calls “ rea l-w orld ”  or mundane 

rasa and the “ rasa o f  dram a”  and the “ rasa o f  poetry .” The d istinction  leads to  seri

ous conceptual d ifficu lties i f  we take the term s literally.68 For aesthetic em otion  does 

not in fact exist in the real world, nor even in the world o f  the actual h istorical person 

on whom  the literary  character is based. The a ffective life  o f  the h istorical person, 

just like our own, consists not o f  rasa but o f  em otion, the response to  real pleasure 

and pain. For such a response, as our authors never t ire  o f  rem ind ing us, w e have 

the “causes” o f  the real world; and precisely because we do not have such responses 

in art, the new  vocabu lary o f  “ foundational fa c to r” and the like had to be invented. 

W hat Dhanika m eans by the te rm  “ rea l w o r ld ”  is the w orld  inside the dram a or 

poem —the storyw orld , or, m ore technically, the d iegetic level o f  the narrative (for 

wh ich  Sanskrit lacks any o ther te rm  o f  a rt save fo r the confusing one Dhanika in 

troduced). In  that w orld  peop le can experience rasa on ly  and precisely because they 

have ceased to  be h istorica l persons and have becom e “characters.”  The contrastive 

notion  o f  “ real-world,”  i.e., storyw orld , rasa can have arisen on ly g iven  its new  coun

terpositive , the “ rasa o f  drama,”  produced in  the dram atic perform ance and experi

enced by the audience. Scholars in  later periods w ere  to  make fu rth er m odifications 

in  these concepts. Abhinavagupta, fo r exam ple, appears to  have found Dhanika’s type 

o f  b inary  m isleading. For h im , there is no “ rea l-w orld ” rasa, certa in ly  not in  the real 

real world, but not even  in the storyw orld . Rasa is a phenom enon o f  the aesthetic 

event alone; for this “ savoring”  o f  rasa, or “ rapture,”  as he calls it, Abhinava reserves
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the qualification  “ supermundane.” 69 But even  this assessment, and much o f  the un

derstanding o f  literatu re that accom panied it, was to  be overtu rned  in  the com ing 

centuries.

7. RASA IN THE CHARACTER, AGAIN

The rise o f  a n ew  style o f  re lig ious devotiona lism  in  the ea rly  m odern  era  (from  

around 1500) opened a rem arkable fina l chapter in the h istory o f  the idea o f  rasa. 

Indian aesthetics had always shown a certa in  awkwardness in dealing w ith  religious 

“ literature,”  the scare quotes signaling that sacred w ritin gs w ere expressly excluded 

from  what our th inkers classified as kavya. The fact that kavya itse lf had its origin , 

or one o f  its origins, in  Buddhist re ligious literatu re had long been forgotten ; as for 

Vedic or even puranic works, Sanskrit poeticians never cite them  when discussing 

rasa or rhetoric or any o f  the o ther features o f  kavya. Bhatta Tota, Abhinavagupta’s 

teacher, made it ve ry  clear that the figu re o f  “ p o e t”  (kavi) m entioned in India’s o ld

est ex tan t religious literatu re was to  be stric tly  d ifferen tia ted  from  the poets w ith  

w hom  classical poetics  was concerned . The la tte r  have not on ly  the in sigh t o f  

the seer but also a g i f t  fo r “description ,”  that is, fo r the non in junctive, expressive 

language use that constitutes literatu re.70 Unsurprisingly, secular p o e try  is the ex

clusive concern  o f  Abh inavagupta in  his aesthetic works. Bhatta Nayaka had earlier 

developed  a th ree-pa rt classification  o f  tex tu a l form s that put re lig ious texts and 

lite ra ry  texts in  structu ra lly  d iscrete  categories: in  scrip ture w ord in g has p r i

m acy; in  h istorica l narrative, factual m ean ing; “ w hen  both  the w ord in g and the 

m ean ing are subordinated and the aesthetic process its e lf has prim acy, w e ca ll it 

literatu re.” 71 For the classical period  th e relig ious and the lite ra ry  w ere separate 

conceptual worlds.

Poets, however, had long striven  to  m ake p oetry  out o f  prayer, from  the tim e they 

began w rit in g  stotra, o r prayer-poetry, in  the early centuries C.E. From the m iddle o f 

the first m illenn ium  on, and from  Tam il Nadu to Kashmir, religious poets began pro

ducing works that ever m ore clearly sought aesthetic ends by w hatever m etric  o f  

“aesthetic”  one m igh t care to  apply (and even began occasionally to  use, or appear 

to  use, rasa ta lk  to  describe th e ir aims).72 Eventually aesthetic th eory  w ou ld  no lon

ger be able to  ignore such m aterial.

The incorporation  o f  the “peacefu l”  in to the taxonom y o f  rasa (probably not much 

before the eighth century)73 would accomm odate some o f  this literature. For this rasa, 

accord ing to  M am m ata (c. 1050), the stable em otion  is dispassion (others w ou ld 

suggest im passivity), and this can be developed fu lly  in to a rasa. The exam ple he 

provides is a stotra ascribed to the ten th -cen tu ry Shaiva scholar-poet (and teacher’s
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teacher o f  Abhinavagupta) U tpaladeva.74 It qu ickly becam e clear, however, that the 

rasa analytic could not com fortab ly accom m odate such literature, as an early com 

m entator’s strained e ffo r t to  parse U tpaladeva ’s poem  suggests.75

Aside from  d ifficu lties about the peacefu l rasa, which  much exercised our th ink

ers, above all Abhinavagupta,76 a vast am ount o f  religious p o e try  is not about dis- 

passion at all but about passion, desire fo r  God. Yet this too  d isrupted the standard 

typ o lo gy  and requ ired a new  category: “ W hen desire is d irected  tow ard a deity,”  says 

M am m ata im m ediately a fter discussing the peaceful, “w e have ‘em otion ’ rather than 

rasa.” 77 The idea that in  certain  portions o f  a narrative a rasa w ill on ly be “ in tim ated” 

and not fu lly  “enhanced”  had appeared a lready in Udbhata.78 The new  notion  en v i

sioned a d iffe ren t situation. Because desire fo r God, as M am m ata at least conceives 

o f  it, is fundam entally at odds w ith  sexual desire, it cannot fu lfill the de fin ition  o f 

erotic  rasa as standardized in  the Treatise on Drama (w here it pertains exclusively to 

a young, h ighborn, heterosexual couple) so as to  develop into rasa. Hence, the a ffec

tive  im pact o f  such religious p o e try  must be d ifferen t. But here too, d isagreem ent 

am ong la ter com m entators, including one in  the sixteen th  cen tu ry w ho bo ld ly  re 

jec ts  M am m ata’s position, shows the g row in g  inadequacy o f  such an appraisal.79

W ith  the com position  o f  the Bhagavatapurana, a m asterp iece o f  Vaishnava devo- 

tionalism , in  south India som etim e in  the ten th  cen tu ry and its rapid dissem ination 

across the subcontinent, the aesthetic aspirations o f  religious literatu re w ere dra

m atica lly and unequ ivocally asserted, and aesthetic re flection  began to  em erge spe

c ifica lly  to  take account o f  them . This began  w ith  the Bhagavatapurana itself, w here 

“ rasikas,”  those w ho can experience rasa, and “ bhavukas,”  those w ho “actualize”  in 

them selves the em otion  o f  the narra tive—tw o  keywords o f  la ter rasa discourse, the 

la tter used first by Dhanika ( bhavaka) and alm ost certa in ly  derived  from  Bhatta 

Nayaka—are called upon to  “drink  the Bhagavata fru it that is rasa.”  The Bhagavata 

elsewhere offers im portan t hints that some version o f  a theologica l rasa concept was 

a lready know n to  it. The religious tex t was now  both  cla im ing an aesthetic position 

and being accorded one.80

The theo log iza tion  o f  rasa comm ences, qu ite self-consciously, in  the Pearls o f  the 

Bhagavata, Vopadeva ’s com m en ta ry  on select verses from  the purana  com posed 

in  w estern  India in  the late th irteen th  century. The w ork  develops a new  rasa o f  

“devotion ”—exp lic itly  re jec tin g  Abhinavagupta and Hem achandra81—to exp la in  the 

overa ll aesthetic em otion  o f  the poem , and the trad itiona l rasas are subsumed as its 

subvarieties. But it was the appearance in  eastern  India o f  the charism atic religious 

figure Chaitanya (1486-1534) and the sacral practices he introduced—including a new 

defin ition , one m ight say, o f  what “desire” fo r God could m ean—that would prove to 

be a h istoric watershed in  aesthetic theory.
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The aesthetic th eo logy  announced in  the works o f  the Vaishnavas o f  Bengal con

stitutes one o f  the few  m ajor innovations in  rasa th eory  in  the early m odern  era, and 

marks the m om ent when all the strands o f  that th eory  are tangled  in to th e ir most 

com plicated knot. The m ost im portan t is the age-old question o f  who feels rasa: is it 

located in  the characters—that is, the devotees—in the tales to ld  o f  Krishna, or in 

the devotees o f  the everyday w orld  lis ten ing to  o r read ing those tales? The grea t 

innovation  o f  the devotion  theorists lay in  fundam entally redefin ing these long

standing alternatives.

M oving beyond Vopadeva’s tentative and narrow  assessment, the Bengali Vaishna

vas o ffered  new  interpretations in  the face o f  new  religious realities. Kavikarnapura 

(c. 1600) sought to m aintain  som ething o f  the old tradition  o f  rhetoric (fo r which he 

was attacked by his own  com m entator) and, by a set o f  new  categories alm ost P to le

maic in th e ir in tricacy, to  preserve “ secular” rasa w h ile  at the same tim e applying 

Vaishnava theological categories to religious literature. Far m ore radical are the views 

o f  Rupa Gosvam in and his nephew  Jiva Gosvamin, but the ir radicalism , by an in te r

esting h istorica l irony, lies in  part in  th e ir archaism. Their notion  o f  rasa is close to  

the classic account o f  Bhoja, and thus to the oldest one we have, that o f  Bhatta Lollata, 

for w hom  rasa is in the character, since it is the enhancem ent o f  his stable em otion. 

Their dram atic innovation  was to  reeva luate w ho the “character”  actually is: not 

on ly those w ho appear in the Bhagavatapurana as devotees o f  Krishna but also the 

rea l-w orld  devotees, th eo log ica lly  reenv is ion ed  as “characters” (and at the same 

tim e actors) in  the dram a that is God’s pageant on earth, who have the same attitude 

tow ard Krishna as those prim eval characters and can even  can take on the ir iden tity 

(Rupa and Jiva w ere v iew ed  by th e ir disciples as incarnations o f  fem ale attendants 

o f Krishna’s beloved Radha). Why, a fter all, use the language o f  aesthetics to describe 

the devotee ’s relationship to  God i f  that relationship w ere not aesthetic, to  be con

ceived o f  as a dram a in  and o f  itself?82

Rasa th eory  is thus brought fu ll circle, though  the c irc le  is now  a much b igger 

one. In  the process, the Bengali Vaishnavas transform ed what fo r Abhinava had 

been the supermundane rasa experience o f  secular p o e try  in to the m undane— 

when not denying a ltogether that it could even  be rasa. For Jiva, “ supermundane” 

was a status to be awarded on ly to  the rasa o f  those experiencing God, w hether in 

literature (which means e ffective ly  the Bhagavatapurana or other Vaishnava poetry  

such as Rupa’s own) or in  life83—for “ superm undane” rasa now  becam e, how ever 

iron ically, a phenom enon o f  the mundane world, i f  one transfigured by religious 

passion. W ith  all this, the discourse o f  rasa was not just being transferred from  poetry  

to theology, it was being restricted to  theology. Religious consciousness, previously 

exiled from  the w orld  o f  rasa, eventually succeeded in ex iling  secular literature itself,
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which now becam e a m atter o f  “worms, feces, and ash,”  according to  one later thinker, 

and no longer deemed capable o f  producing rasa.84 (in  the real world o f  art, however, 

th ings w ere rather m ore com plicated still, since actual poems and paintings w ere 

o ften  meant to  be understood as courtly  and religious at one and the same tim e.)

In com parison w ith  such elaborations and innovations in  the Vaishnava trad ition  

o f  Bengal, one other dom ain  o f  convergence o f  re lig ion  and aesthetics in  the early 

m odern  period  m ay seem  m inor, but it is s till in te llectu a lly  significant. By the six

teenth  century, fo r reasons that await scholarly analysis, Vedanta in  general and m o

nistic (Advaita ) Vedanta in  particu lar had com e to  exert a pow erfu l in fluence across 

the trad ition a l Ind ian  know ledge systems, co lon iz in g  various ea rlie r independent 

form s o f  though t such as herm eneutics. It seems in ev itab le  tha t its im pact w ou ld  

eventua lly  be fe lt in  aesthetics. To be sure, Vedantic aesthetics had a prehistory.85 

The Ten Dramatic Forms (c. 975), re th eoriz in g  rasa experience as som eth ing that per

tains to  the view er, had a lready used an Upanishadic id iom  when describ ing it as “a 

state o f  pure blissful consciousness,”  “ the bliss that is the self,”  w here “ the self-other 

d istinction  vanishes,”  a hallm ark concept o f  m onistic metaphysics. This too  came 

from  Bhatta Nayaka, who was the first to  draw  the analogy betw een  aesthetic experi

ence and spiritual, in particu lar Upanishadic, experience, when famously asserting 

that the spectator’s consciousness “shares som ething o f  the character o f  savoring su

prem e being [brahm a]."86 These few , undeveloped notions aside—the ir undevelop

m ent partly  a result o f  the fragm en tary  nature o f  our sources—the presence o f  a 

Vedantic v iew po in t in  the early  th inkers can hard ly be felt. W ith in  a generation  

Abh inavagupta began to  use the language o f  m on istic Shaivism to  describe the na

tu re o f  rasa, though in  the selections from  The N ew  Dram atic A rt o ffered  here, that 

ph ilosophical fram ew ork  is rather etiolated . Like his predecessors, he m ay describe 

the experience o f  rasa as a state o f  “ un iform ly  b lissfu l”  consciousness, but he does 

not o ffe r a theologica l-aesthetic program .87

Som eth ing qu ite d iffe ren t presents its e lf in  the works o f  ea rly  seventeenth - 

cen tu ry  th inkers, am ong w hom  V ishvanathadeva  and Jagannatha are espec ia lly  

notable. Both men hailed from  Andhra and lived in Varanasi, and the latter, though far 

m ore famous, alm ost certa in ly  borrow ed  from  the form er. From Vishvanathadeva’s 

sources, which  include a key tex t o f  early m odern  Vedanta, and from  his technical 

language, w e can see that he brings a strong Vedantic perspective to  the problem  o f  

rasa.88 Clearly the d isc ip linary (or sectarian ) a ffilia tion  was d e fin itive  fo r him . But 

th ere  is m ore to  his Vedan tic ization , and Jagannatha’s, than  sim ply in te llec tu a l 

politics.

A t the center o f  V ishvanathadeva’s and Jagannatha’s conception  is the o lder no

tion  o f  rasa, as the experience o f  consciousness itself, when  consciousness is thor-
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oughly evacuated o f  the dross o f  everyday life  so as to  becom e, as it w ere, self-tran

scendent. V ishvanathadeva au thorizes th is v iew  by c itin g  the Taittiriya U panisad’s 

ancient d octr in e  that the s e lf is com posed o f  five  sheaths, the last o f  w h ich  is the 

“ bliss com ponent.”  Th is com ponen t is n a tu ra lly  obscured by the processes o f  

phenom enal life, but in  aesthetic experience, g iven  the pecu liar nature o f  its revela

tion, every th in g  that conceals the bliss that is consciousness is rem oved: the “ ve il o f  

unknow ing is lifted .” 89 The aesthetic experience is thus a kind o f  perfect, objectless 

state o f  awareness.

In  line w ith  this m ore exp lic it a ffilia tion , V ishvanathadeva is the first to  draw  

the analogy—orig in a l and in  its ow n  w ay profound—betw een  the aesthetic process 

and the textual basis o f  scriptural revelation that is central to  the Vedanta vision. Both 

literature and scripture are in the last analysis forms o f  linguistic communication, 

provid ing “d irect awareness derived from  words and their meanings,”  as Vishvana

thadeva puts it. But both are unlike any other such phenomena in their capacity to 

produce a supermundane effect through language itself. Early m odern Vedanta de

votes unprecedented attention to  the linguistic analysis o f  the “great sentences”  o f  the 

Upanishads (“ That art Thou” and the like) to  show how this linguistic m odel o f  libera

tion  can work. It offers a very  suggestive analogy to  the powers o f  literature, though 

Vishvanathadeva and Jagannatha on ly draw  it and provide no full-scale exposition.90

Let me try  now  to  sum m arize the m ain  p lot o f  the com plicated story  I have just 

told , em phasizing the m ovem ent o f  ana lytica l foca l points. In  his th ree-part analy

sis o f  lite ra ry  m odalities o f  beauty, Bhoja distinguishes the expression o f  rasa from  

tw o  other aspects that can make a lite ra ry  w ork  beautifu l: sonic features o f  the tex t 

and figures o f  sense.91 The expression  o f  rasa d iffers  from  those aspects in  that it 

works at the leve l o f  the te x t ’s content and thus pertains to  its existence as an a ffec

t ive  phenom enon. But what exactly  does it mean to  speak o f  the lite ra ry  tex t as an 

“a ffec tiv e  phenom enon,”  and w hat does the w ork o f  rasa consist o f?  In these tw o  

closely re lated problem atics lies much o f  the com plex h istorica l developm ent o f  the 

idea o f  rasa.

As an a ffec tive  phenom enon, the lite ra ry  tex t can be analyzed e ither in ternally  

o r ex terna lly : as representations o f  people, and as representations fo r people. In 

the first case it is the characters w ho are taken to experience the basic em otions 

(“ stable em otions” ) in response to  certa in  objects (“ foundational factors” ) and under 

certa in  externa l conditions (“ stim ulant factors” ). These em otions are nuanced in 

any g iven  case by m ore ephem eral feelings (“ transitory em otions” ) and made legible 

b y  physical signs (“ reactions”  and “ psychophysical responses” ). But, to  m ove to  the 

second case, the literary  work is always representation  fo r people, view ers and read

ers. It is they who, on the phenom enological level, experience the artw ork , and on ly
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in  the ir experiencing it can the artw ork  have m ean ing and com e to  life. The tex t can 

accordingly be analyzed from  the inside—how  the various necessary components are 

organ ized to  provide a rich  representation o f  hum an em otion—or from  the o u ts id e -  

how  viewers and readers respond to  such representations. And depending on the an

a lytica l stance taken, our understanding o f  how  th is phenom enon is actually oper

ationalized by the work w ill differ. Considered as an in ternal process, the “expression 

o f  rasa” m ay be seen as a form al capacity o f  th e  artw ork  fo r m an ifesting the em o

tiona l state o f  the character w ho is experienc ing it; considered as an externa l p ro 

cess, it m ay be seen as a herm eneutical capacity o f  the artw ork  enabling view ers and 

readers to  “ actualize”  such an em otiona l state.

Theoretically, therefore, rasa can be regarded as a p roperty  o f  a text-object, a ca

pacity  o f  a reader-subject, and also a transaction  betw een  the tw o. The w hole p ro 

cess, in fact, exists as a to ta lity  even  w h ile  its several m om ents can be ana lytica lly  

disaggregated. In  this, rasa precisely resembles the “ taste”  it m etaphorica lly re fer

ences, which  m ay be regarded as ex isting  at once in  the food, the taster, and the act 

o f  tasting. Som ething o f  this to ta lity  has been  captured by the phenom enologist o f  

aesthetics M ikel Dufrenne, w ho w rites o f  the “ p rim ord ia l rea lity  o f  a ffective qual

ity, w herein  that part belonging to  the subject and that belonging to  the object are 

still indistinguishable” :

It is for this reason that we have been led to say that the affective is in the work 

itself, as well as in the spectator with whom the work resonates. Feeling is as deeply 

embedded in the object as it is in the subject, and the spectator experiences feeling 

because affective quality belongs to the object.92

The h istory o f  aesthetic discourse in India is a h istory  o f  the gradual elaboration  o f  

the components o f  this com prehensive view . The comprehensive v iew  itself, however, 

was one Indian thinkers them selves never developed. W hat this means fo r an in te l

lectual h is tory  o f  rasa w ill  be considered below.

8. NORMAL RASA, CONFLICTED RASA, SEMBLANCE OF RASA

The Treatise on Drama sets  out the standard com ponents for the genesis o f  rasa, and 

these w ere accepted w ithou t dem urral over the long h istory o f  the discipline. Thus, 

in the erotic rasa, the “ foundational factors”  must be a young, highborn, heterosexual 

couple; the “ stim ulant factors” gardens, breezes, sandalwood cream , and so on; the 

“ transitory em otions” anxiety, fatigue, disquiet, and the like; the physical “ reac

tions” and “psychophysical responses”  sidelong glances, fainting, horripilation, and
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the rest that betoken the presence o f  the em otions. This m ay all sound ve ry  a rt ifi

cial, but Indian thinkers started from  real plays and poem s in  the ir quest to  under

stand how  em otion  was produced, and the analytical te rm in o logy  th ey  developed 

was a m ethod for anatom izing what they found present. Aside from  the dialectic typ i

cal in  the h istory o f  in te llectual practices, w hereby description  tends to  m orph into 

prescription , it was standard procedure in  Indian science to  reduce the phenom enal 

w orld  to  its constituent parts, wh ich  then  com e to  look like bu ild ing blocks. A na lo 

gous are the ru les fo r  genera tin g co rrec t gram m atica l form s that derive from  an 

anatom y o f  real nouns and verbs, or the steps in  producing a correct syllogism  that 

derive from  actual in ference.93

Other aspects o f  the standard m odel seem  less fam ilia r and suggest som eth ing 

like a vernacu lar socio logy o f  the aesthetic. The Treatise its e lf institutes this social 

aesthetics, rigorously relating rasa and status; although rare ly  discussed in later th e

ory, it is presupposed everyw here .94 Thus, the erotic and the heroic perta in  on ly  to 

characters o f  h igh  status; the com ic, by contrast, on ly to  those o f  low  or m idd ling 

status. I f  the fea rfu l is found in men o f  h igh  status it w ill always be a m atter o f  simu

lation: th ey  do not, indeed cannot, fear the ir guru ’s anger, fo r instance, but they 

must simulate fear to  be a du tifu l devotee.95 M ore com plex than  these correlations 

and m ore revea ling  o f  the h istory  o f  rasa is the tragic , w here kinship rather than 

status is the social elem ent at issue.

A lthough the English w ord  “ tragic”  has a com plex h istory o f  its own deriving from  

Aristotelian  poetics, it suitably captures the sense o f  the Sanskrit term  karuna, which 

is usually but m isleadingly translated “compassion” or “pity.”  In karuna rasa, not only 

must som eone be lost forever,96 th ey  must also be beloved  to  the subject; the rasa 

accord ingly refers p rim arily  to  the sense o f  one’s own  loss. By contrast, “ The tragic 

rasa that arises w hen someone grieves fo r a person w ith  w hom  one does not have a 

kinship bond,”  explains Abhinavagupta, “ is a semblance o f  the tragic and hence is it

s e lf com ic” (fo r Abhinava, all semblance o f  rasa is com ic).97 Compassion, by contrast, 

is a gen era lized  “ p ity  fo r the su fferings or m isfortunes o f  others,”  accord ing to  its 

d ic tionary  defin ition . This feeling, however, enters the h istory o f  Indian em otions 

on ly w ith  Buddhism (especia lly Mahayana), which  transvalued the dom inant, quasi- 

aristocratic view , here as w ell as in  o th er areas o f  Sanskrit thought. One m igh t even 

say Buddhism redefined  the ve ry  concept o f  “ loved one” so as to  com prise the whole 

world, thereby tu rn ing  karuna in to the active, b lind (and to  m odern  eyes a lm ost ir 

rational) compassion so exuberantly illustrated in  the jd ta k a  tales.98 It was the Bud

dhists who inven ted  compassion—and that is not the karuna o f  aesthetic discourse.

A bh inavagupta ’s m en tion  o f  “ sem blance” raises another im p ortan t issue in 

classical aesthetics. From the late n in th  cen tu ry  on, lists o f  the standard topics o f
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aesthetics beg in  to  include, a long w ith  rasas and em otions, the “ sem blance” o f  rasa 

and o f  em o tio n ."  The technical term , abhasa, is also used o f  the im age of, say, a 

horse in a pain ting (turagábhása), o r o f  a m isleading reason in a syllogism  (hetvábhása): 

som eth ing com parable to but not its e lf the authentic entity, and som etim es even 

fraudulent. In the case o f  “ semblance o f  a rasa,”  m odern  scholarship is uncertain  

about the m atter, and it is unclear how  fa r back in  the trad ition  this u ncerta in ty 

extends. The phrase “ semblance o f  rasa”  was first used (and probably invented) by 

Udbhata (c. 800) to  characterize narrative that was “con trary  to  social p rop rie ty ” 

and thereby vio la ted  a core feature o f  rasa, its eth ical norm ativity. In the erotic, for 

example, the m utuality o f  desire would obviously be vio la ted  in the case o f  sexual 

assault. Udbhata offers as illustration a poem  (o f  his own) where the great god Shiva is 

so overcom e w ith  desire fo r  the goddess Parvati that he is on the po in t o f  tak ing her 

by force.100 H owever “con trary”  such an act is in  itself, there m ay nevertheless be 

good  narrative reasons fo r re lating it. W ithout Ravana’s v io len t abduction o f  Sita 

there would be no Rámciyana. W hat Udbhata’s and V a lm ik i’s poems describe is a sem

blance o f  leg itim ate sexual desire; what they offer, however, is decidedly not, as some 

contem porary scholars have described it, on ly a semblance o f  aesthetic experience.

This point is force fu lly  made by Singabhupala (late fourteenth  century) in the sub

tle  in terpretation  o ffered  o f  a grea t poem  from  the Hundred o f  Am aru  (Singabhupala 

typ ica lly  adduces as illustrations verses from  the finest works o f  Sanskrit literature), 

a w ife ’s lam ent fo r the fad ing o f  desire in her m arriage. The rasa, the em otional ex

perience in  and derived  from  the poem , cannot be the erotic, since the conditions 

fo r the erotic are lacking; even the “erotic thw arted ” is not possible, fo r this is always 

predicated upon the possible renewal o f  the “ erotic enjoyed.”  Nor can it be the tragic: 

her relationship m ay be dead, but her husband is not. W hen Singabhupala tells us 

that the poem  “ fa ils to  atta in  beauty,”  he is not saying the poem  its e lf is not beau

tifu l; the poem  “ fa ils  to  a tta in ”  the tenderness o f  the erotic , but it undoubted ly 

possesses som e other, p ow erfu l, em otiona l-aesth etic  fo rce , w h ich  he ca lls the 

“ sem blance”  o f  the erotic. To id en tify  som eth ing as sem blance o f  rasa, accordingly, 

is to  make a judgm ent, not on the qu ality  o f  the poem , but rather on the nature o f  

the aesthetic experience it produces, w here som eth ing is, i f  not always “con trary  to 

social propriety,” as Udbhata has it, at least “out o f  keeping.”  Far from  m arking failure 

to  becom e a “genuine aesthetic experience,”  semblance o f  rasa offers an experience 

o f  another order, at once m ora lly  problem atic, psychologica lly subtle, and aestheti

ca lly  com plex and one that grea t litera tu re cannot forgo.101 I f  rasa is the u ltim ate 

lite ra ry  value, the question o f  how  to  assess the value o f  a lite ra ry  w ork  w here rasa 

as such is absent—indeed, must be absent—requires real discernment, and this is what 

Indian th inkers brought to  bear.
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The m odern  in terpretation  o f  sem blance as “ fa ilu re”  m ay not en tire ly  contrad ict 

tradition , however. In  the seventeenth  cen tu ry jagannatha  approached the problem  

w ith  what seems to m e a cu ltural consciousness rather d ifferen t from  what came 

before, and w here “ sem blance”  appears to  have becom e a m ark o f  censure. He offers 

a long list o f  them es—and he is the firs t to  do so—that all “ produce the semblance o f  

rasa” : desire d irected  toward an inappropriate object (the w ife  o f  one’s teacher, a god

dess, a queen) or that is not reciprocated; desire on the part o f  a w om an fo r m ore 

than  one lover; “a fa ther’s g r ie f  fo r a son w ho is querulous and w icked, or g r ie f  on 

the part o f  an ascetic who has g iven  up all attachments; spiritual d isenchantm ent 

w ith  life  on the part o f  an untouchable”; “m artia l determ ination  on the part o f  a low 

born man,” “ laughter d irected  at one ’s father.”  A lthough  a few  o f  these them es are 

part and parcel o f  the greatest Sanskrit literature (how  could we have a Mahàbhàrata 

without Dhritarashtra’s lam enting over his w icked son Duryodhana, or w ithout Drau- 

padi and her five  husbands?), the rem ainder w ou ld never be w ritten . No doubt ear

lie r  critics too  w ere  concerned about lite ra ry  im propriety, fe lt that certa in  kinds o f  

m ora lly  as w ell as physically implausible narratives could on ly be used i f  they had 

the stamp o f  trad ition , and advised rev is in g  episodes even  in  such narratives i f  

they v io la ted  standards o f  socia l p rop rie ty .102 But i f  I am righ t to  see it as a new  

prescrip tive tu rn  in  the h istory o f  rasa—perhaps a sort o f  conservative trad itiona l- 

ization  on the threshold o f  m odern ity—Jagannatha’s ve ry  cataloguing o f  the trans

gressive subjects, the sort that elsewhere in the w orld  w ou ld help to  make m odern  

literatu re m odern, w ou ld m ean proscrib ing them. And  this m ay be a source, i f  we 

seek one in  the trad ition , o f  the u nderstand ing o f  sem blance not as d iagnostic o f  

m oral-aesthetic com plexity, but as m ark ing lite ra ry  fa ilu re.103

The standard list o f  rasa topics also includes analysis o f  the actual narrative 

stages or conjunctures when a rasa comes in to being o r ceases, when it gives w ay to 

another rasa or coexists w ith  another in  a kind o f  melange. These are rarely dis

cussed in  deta il.104 One other, however, the poten tia l con flict o f  rasas, holds great 

theoretica l in terest fo r trad itiona l scholars and grea t scope fo r th e ir in terpretive 

virtuosity. ,<-

“ Flaws” w ere  a subject o f  lite ra ry  cr itic ism  from  an ea rly  date in  India, and 

although those re lating to  rasa are m ost fu lly  system atized in  M am m ata’s Light on 

Poetry (in  the same section  he also exam ines the stages in  the succession o f  rasa just 

m entioned), earlier scholars had thought long and hard about which  rasas can and 

cannot be com bined w ith  other rasas—that is, about what makes fo r a coherent em o

tiona l experience in  art, or indeed, coherent art. Anandavardhana offers the first 

account in the th ird  chapter o f  his Light on Implicature (the source o f  much o f  Mam- 

mata), w h ile Dhanika approaches the question from  a d ifferen t angle, exam in ing the
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defin ition  o f  “ stable em otion ” and elaborately investigating the problem s that arise 

w hen  m ore than  one o f  them  is present in  a poem .105

It requires no professional com petence to  perceive that certa in  com binations o f  

rasas are inheren tly  com plem entary, others inheren tly  contrad ictory. The v io len t 

com plem ents the hero ic as obviously in  classical India as elsewhere, w h ile  the 

fea rfu l, ju st as obviously, contradicts it. But tw o  qualifications must be introduced 

here. First, some com binations produce problems pecu liar to  Indian cu ltural sensi

bilities, which  m odern  readers need to  understand in  order to  appreciate. Second, 

and m ore consequentially, the th eory  o f  con flictua l rasas encouraged especia lly 

fru itfu l in terpretive practices.

For the first point, consider the fo llow in g  poem  (M am m ata ’s exam ple o f  the flaw  

o f  “ the use o f  an antithetica l aesthetic factor” ):

My love, be gracious, show your favor / and put your anger aw ay. . .

My simple girl, time is a fleet deer / that, once fled, never returns.106

In a love poem  to  one’s coy m istress o f  this sort, the allusion to  the b rev ity  o f  tim e 

(a “ stim ulant factor,”  according to  M am m ata) is a com ponent o f  the peacefu l rasa 

irreconcilable, for Indian readers, w ith  the erotic rasa o f  the verse, and hence the 

poem  must be judged an aesthetic failure. Alas, poor Herrick, fo r your adm onition  

to  v irg in s  to make much o f  tim e.

O ther poem s raise fa r m ore com plex  questions. In  some cases the apparent 

con trad iction  b etw een  rasas—say, the ero tic  and the m acabre—is resolved  by the 

in terpos ition  o f  a m ed ia tin g rasa. H ere is an exam ple o ffered  by Dhanika:

Lucky those women who get to wear / fragrance o f the finest scent.

My husband only transfers to me / the foul smell o f  his battle wounds.

Here the interposed heroic rasa (“ battle wounds” ) neutralizes the impact o f  the maca

bre (“ foul smell” ). Sometimes a contradiction is neutralized by the attenuated character 

o f  one o f  the rasas, as when a w ife  cries out at the sight o f  her husband’s dism embered 

corpse on the battlefield (Mam m ata’s example, borrow ed from  Ananda):

This used to loosen my belt and untie / the knot holding up my skirt, and fondle

my heavy breasts and touch my navel / and thighs and mound—this very hand.

Here, w h ile  the erotic would appear to  con flict w ith  the tragic, it is actually present 

on ly in m em ory; the erotic, rather than  d im in ish ing the tragic, enhances it. The hi-
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erarchy o f  rasas can becom e d izzy in g ly  com plex, as in  the fo llow in g  celebrated 

poem :

Like a husband whose betrayal is still moist

it was driven away when try ing to clutch their hand,

it was mercilessly struck when grasping their hem,

shaken o ff when stroking their hair, and spurned

in a panic when falling at their feet,

and when attempting an embrace forcefully rebuffed

by the women o f the Triple City, tears brimming in their eyes:

may this fire o f Shiva’s arrows burn away your sins.

Accord ing to  Arjunavarm adeva (c. 1215), one am ong m any who quote the poem , the 

erotic (the im age o f  the errant lover) is subordinate to  the tragic  (the fir e ’s destruc

tion  o f  the king o f  the antigods inhabiting the Triple City), and the tragic to  the heroic 

(Shiva’s grandeur), or perhaps (critics disagree) to  the em otion  o f  the devotee in  the 

face o f  his god ’s power.107 Rasa, as these exam ples show, not on ly  exp la ined th eo 

re tica lly  how em otion  is created in  literature, it also invited  readers to  develop ever 

m ore com plex practices o f  in terpretation .

9. RASA AND INSTRUCTION

De gustibus non est disputandum —“ in m atters o f  taste there can be no disputes,”  runs 

the old saw.108 On the face o f  it, taste w ou ld  seem to  be an a ffa ir o f  the heart, not the 

head, and rasa as “ taste”  would hard ly  be expected  to  perta in  to  the dom ain  o f  rea

son, p reem inen tly  m oral, social, o r o th er kind o f  judgm ent. Th inkers in  classical 

India d irec tly  engaged this question, like th e ir counterparts in  the early m odern  

West, though the discussion proceeded d ifferen tly  in  the tw o  cases, w ith  equally d i

vergen t outcomes.

As w ith  so much in  the h istory o f  Indian  aesthetics, the conversation  begins w ith  

Bhatta Nayaka. Since the tim e o f  Bhamaha (c. 650) the v iew  had been dom inant that 

the cu ltivation o f  literature produces pleasure but also “ instruction”—in this context, 

always instruction  in the four “ends o f  man,” love, wealth, m orality, and spiritual 

liberation—w ith  the tw o  outcomes equally balanced.109 This old v iew  cam e to  be em 

bodied in  the ve ry  de fin ition  o f  rasa at a re lative ly  early  stage. For Pratiharenduraja 

(c. 900), the “enhancem ent”  o f  the stable em otion  that leads to  rasa m eant its d eve l

opm ent, in  a ll its com p lex ity  and a long w ith  a ll its requ isite con tex tu a l elem ents, 

precisely as a source o f  instruction .110 It cannot have been  much later that Bhatta
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Nayaka fo r the first tim e contested such didacticism . His challenge is im plied in the 

famous d ifferen tia tion  o f  genres that is a lm ost certa in ly  his own: i f  scripture com 

mands us like a m aster and h istory counsels us like a friend, literatu re seduces us 

like a beloved. But it is d irec tly  expressed in  one o f  his few  su rv iv ing fragm ents: 

read ing literatu re is about experienc ing rasa, not ga in ing know ledge o f  some m oral 

precept, som eth ing his fo llow er Dhanamjaya was th in k in g o f  when at the beg inn ing 

o f  his Ten Dramatic Forms he sarcastically proclaim s, “ I salute the foo l who turns his 

face from  pleasure and th inks the po in t o f  literatu re is m ere instruction , no d iffe r

ent from  h istorical narrative.” 111 This too  is the position  Abhinavagupta defends 

early  in  his com m entary on Light on Im plicature: in  literature, “ pleasure is the pre

dom inant e lem en t” ; it is “ bliss that constitutes the fina l goa l o f  literature, tak ing 

p r io rity  over even instruction.” 112 Yet it is a position  he would qu a lify  and eventually 

abandon.

In his tu rn  away from  Bhatta Nayaka, Abhinava was tak ing a cue from  his teacher 

Bhatta Tota (c. 975). Again, we have on ly a fragm en t that explains the la tte r ’s posi

tion, but it seems clear enough: “ Pleasure is constitu tive o f  rasa, and rasa is simply 

drama, and dram a sim ply know ledge.”  Pleasure m ay still be held to  be an essential 

com ponent o f  lite ra ry  art, but not an end in  itself; its true purpose is “ know ledge” 

o f  the four ends o f  man. This fragm ent is c ited  by Abhinava late in  his com m entary 

on the Light itse lf in a closely reasoned passage that seeks, or so it seems, to  manage 

a tension w ith  his earlier statement. Rasa, he explains,

is made possible by virtue o f the “conjunction o f aesthetic elements” that are them

selves inseparable from  instruction in the four ends o f man. In composing the 

elements appropriate to a given rasa, the poet’s total “self-surrender to the savoring 

o f rasa” that Anandavardhana stipulates is actually what is instrumental in making 

such instruction fit and apposite. Hence, literary pleasure as such is instrumental 

to education, as my teacher argued.

To soften  the seem ing contrad iction  w ith  his earlier argum ent, he adds that plea

sure and in struction  are not tw o  separate th ings since th ey  converge in  a single 

object, the p rop rie ty  (aucitya ) o f  the aesthetic elements: the experience o f  rasa is 

precon figu red  (in  term s o f  which  elem ents are “appropriate”  to  the production  o f 

each rasa) to  a lign  w ith  social norm s (in  term s o f  which responses are the “appro

priate”  ones to  engender in the first place). “ The source o f  lite ra ry  pleasure as such 

lies, as I have repeated ly said, in  the social p rop rie ty  o f  the aesthetic elements, 

whereas ‘instruction ’ is noth ing other than  the correct understanding o f  those ele

ments, as being ‘appropriate ’ each in  its ow n  w ay to  the g iven  rasa.” Instruction
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through  literature, he concludes, should concern its e lf w ith  practices that conduce 

to  the success o f  the protagonist or to  the defeat o f  the antagonist.113

In  his later com m entary on the Treatise on Drama, a far m ore insistent theory  o f  rasa 

as social and m ora l pedagogy is developed. The w hole focus o f  aesthetic experience 

is sh ifted  to  the em otions that perta in  to  the ends o f  man: “ The end result o f  the 

savoring is instruction  in  m ora lity  and the o ther ends o f  m an”; the v iew er o f  dram a 

"comes to  possess a certain  form  o f  consciousness o f  the sort conveyed by the deontic 

language o f  scripture—that those who do such and such a th ing receive such and such a 

reward.”114 By a virtuosic i f  no doubt anachronistic reading, he links Bharata’s idea o f  

the four prim ary rasas, the erotic, the violent, the heroic, and the peaceful (replacing 

Bharata’s macabre), w ith  the four ends o f  man, love, wealth, m orality, and liberation. 

And  in  his account o f  the sixth  h indrance to  aesthetic consciousness (concentrating 

(Mi nonessential parts o f  the artw ork), Abhinava explains that the “m ost essential 

aesthetic components are those several forms o f  consciousness that pertain  to  the ends 

o f  man,” and again correlates w ith  them  the stable emotions, desire, anger, determ i

nation, and impassivity.115 Literature’s capacity to refine our moral imagination is thus 

continually reasserted as a cen tra l tenet o f  Abhinava’s m ature aesthetic theory.

It deserves noting, g iven  Kant’s in fluentia l “d ifferen tia tion ” o f  aesthetic judgm ent 

from  social and m oral judgm ent, that the domains o f  these types o f  judgm ents over

lapped closely in  classical India. Equally notable, however, is the actual nature o f  

such “judgm ent.”  The pedagogy enabled by rasa experience is not learn ing to  feel 

the way another has felt, to  see the w orld  through  the eyes o f  another, to  develop 

so lidarity  w ith  another in his su ffering—what the ph ilosopher R ichard Rorty, for 

exam ple, understood to  be the m oral w ork  o f  literature.116 This m ay appear to  be 

im plicit in the discourse on rasa: how  else, one m igh t suppose, could what Bhatta 

Nayaka ca lled  “ com m on ization ” or the “ h ea rt ’s concurrence” ach ieve th e ir  e ffect 

w ithout an eth ica l education that m ade it possible to  experience the experience o f 

another as one’s own? But Indian th inkers never qu ite make this explicit; such an 

in terpretation  even  seems to  m isconstrue the ir argum ent. Com m onization  is con

cerned less w ith  positing a broad ly human, and humane, way o f  understanding 

narrative—like R o rty ’s (w idely  shared) v iew  that “by iden tification  w ith  Mr. Causau- 

bon in  M iddlemarch . . .  we m ay com e to  notice what we ourselves have been doing,” 

our blindness to  the pain o f  others, for exam ple—than w ith  applying the narrative to 

one’s ow n  life  by assim ilating its notions o f  propriety. Taking pleasure in  that nar

rative was instrum ental to the creation and confirm ation  o f  the judgm ent o f  a w ork ’s 

m oral order, and about that order there was no dispute, since there was no dispute 

about the social norm s w ith  which  it was to  be correlated. A  narrative has an es

sence, to  which  there is a “ p roper” w ay to respond.117 The pedagogy o f  rasa was,
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thus, not a m atter o f  w ork ing through the m oral am biguity o f  literature (was it just 

that Dushyanta should re ject the pregnant Shakuntala?); trad itional readers never 

h igh ligh t such ambiguity, how ever much poets m ay have invited  them  to  do so. On 

the contrary, literature was understood to  present not questions but answers, which 

were easier to  learn through literature than  through other com m unicative forms. 

One could w ell say, then, that for Indian aesthetics, there rea lly  is no disputing in 

m atters o f  taste, not because each reader has his ow n  in  accordance w ith  the re lativ

ist-skeptical stance o f  m odernity, but because a ll readers have, ideally, the same.

N oth ing said so far, however, explains h ow  view ers and readers are able to  taste 

rasa in  the first place and to  grasp its socia l-m oral logic. Is any special know ledge 

requ ired? W hat exactly  is the role, i f  any, o f  aesthetic th eory  its e lf in  the education 

o f  taste? How, in  short, does a rasika, a person able to  taste rasa, com e to  be a rasika? 

Rasa th eory  would seem  to  be an account o f  everyday aesthetic experience, o f  how  

view ers and readers react. And  a fter all, w hat special tra in ing is requ ired  fo r get

tin g  lost in  a book or film ? Perhaps m ore than  we know, since although it m ay seem 

to  be a natural hum an capacity, Indian th inkers saw “nature” qu ite otherw ise. A 

rasika m ay largely  be born, not made, but w ho is born  a rasika?

Not m any thinkers addressed this question directly. For Vishvanatha (c. 1350), only 

“certain  special people” have the capacity for relishing rasa, those who have a “ super

abundance o f  sensitiv ity”  and “ possess m erit acquired in a fo rm er existence,”  or as 

he puts it elsewhere, the requisite “ predispositions.”  Those lacking such capacities— 

here Vishvanatha cites from  the lost work o f  Dharmadatta—“are like the walls and 

wooden  posts and stone floor inside the theater.”  Predispositions are acquired in one’s 

present existence as w ell as in  form er ones, and these are what make the savoring o f  

rasa possible. I f  we did not hypothesize a causal force o f  predispositions cu ltivated in 

a present life, w e would expect even dry-as-dust theologians to savor rasa; i f  we gave 

no causal force to  those acquired in  a past life, we could not explain  w hy some who 

are keen to  savor rasa are incapable o f  doing so.118 There is no doubt a good answer to 

the obvious question w hy the endless cycle o f  transm igration  would not eventually 

endow all people w ith  all predispositions, but our thinkers do not provide it.

There is m ore to  aesthetic sensitiv ity  than  sim ply one’s predestination  fo r it, to 

be sure. Abhinavagupta argues that re cep tiv ity  comes, at least in  part, from  a p rev i

ous study o f  literature. But that too  requ ires the presence o f  good  karm a from  past 

lives, a “ heart by nature like a spotless m irror,”  a m ind “no longer subject to  the an

ger, confusion, craving, and so on typ ica l o f  this phenom enal world.”  Only those 

traits enable rasa to  m anifest itse lf “ w ith  absolute clarity.” 119 In the end, rasa th eory  

is m eant to  explain  the w orld  o f  aesthetic response, and not—except incidentally, as 

know ledge that prestructures in terpretation—to  teach us to  cu ltivate it.
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10. THE INTELLECTUAL HISTORY OF RASA DISCOURSE

The fo rego ing account is one attem pt to  reconstruct the h istorica l transform ations 

o f  rasa thought as plausibly as evidence perm its. It must be inaccurate in  some par

ticu lars, g iven  the lim its  o f  m y know ledge, but it also must be untrue, in  several 

senses o f  “untrue.” I cannot have to ld  the whole story o f  rasa, and not on ly because 

no one can know  h istorica l stories in  th e ir  en tirety. First, there is the question o f  

sources. We are pain fu lly aware o f  texts that have disappeared—in fact, no discipline 

o f  classical India has suffered greater losses than aesthetics.120 In addition, some texts 

have been preserved in only a ve ry  few  manuscripts, or on ly in part, or in such a state 

that fo r stretches on end they are close to  unreadable, or, conversely, in so many man

uscripts that the very  idea o f  a producing coherent, let alone critical, ed ition  seems 

absurd.121 And this is to  say noth ing o f  the d ifficu lties that confront the reader try in g  

to  make sense o f  texts that the tradition  itse lf shied away from  com m enting on.122

M y account can be said to  be untrue in a second sense, as d iverg in g  from  what 

the agents them selves believed  about w hat I have com e to  th ink  o f  as the recod ing 

o f  the m ean ing o f  “m anifestation ,”  fo r exam ple, or, m ore consequentially, about the 

extension o f  aesthetic th eory  from  dram a to  p o e try  or the sh ift from  form alism  to 

reception. Disagreement w ith  tradition  raises knotty  i f  fam iliar questions about what 

makes an in te rp re ta tion  va lid  and fo r  whom , and about h is to ry  itse lf—or rather, 

about h istory (the scholar’s) against its e lf (the participants’).

In one last, re la ted  sense m y account cannot qu ite be true, g iven  that in  some 

cases, w e have access to  texts that few  in the trad ition  did, texts that scarcely en

tered in to circu lation  in the ir p r im ary  sphere and hence had m in im al h istorica l ef

fects. This is surprisingly the case w ith  tw o  masterpieces, Abh inavagupta’s New  

Dramatic A rt and Bhoja’s Light on Passion. The contem porary scholar is thereby put 

in  the strange position, the reverse o f  the first predicam ent, o f  know ing m ore o f  the 

in te llectual h istory o f  this discourse than  some o f  its participants had access to.

It m ay be useful to  try  m ore precisely to  characterize the foregoing h istory o f  rasa 

from  tw o  d ifferen t directions: from  the inside out, so te  speak, and from  the outside 

in. From  the first perspective w e can perceive ideas, presuppositions, or objectives 

that the actors themselves w ere aware of, even though w e m ay know little  about them  

now; from  the second, we can id en tify  conditions that structured the ir know ledge 

that the actors them selves m ay not have been  aware of. Each perspective comprises 

its own  kind o f  h istorica l effectiveness.

One constraint on the discourse o f  rasa, so fa r litt le  m entioned but far-reach ing 

and la rge ly  acknow ledged  by the partic ipan ts, perta in s  to  th e ir  ph ilosoph ica l 

o r religious affiliations. M any o f  our lite ra ry  theorists also w ro te  on ph ilosophy or
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th eo logy123 and thus, as in  the W estern  trad ition  from  A ris to tle  to  Kant to  Dewey, a 

fo rm ative  i f  not constitu tive relationsh ip  held  betw een  aesthetics and ph ilosoph i

cal worldviews. But disentangling this relationship is no easy task in  itself, and it is 

made harder by the unfortunate thinness in  the record  just w here we need it to  be 

thick: on the value com m itm ents o f  most o f  our thinkers. I f  we knew  that Shri 

Shankuka was in fact a Buddhist, we could better understand his argum ents both 

about the place o f  in ference in  the aesthetic process (in ference and perception  being 

the only tw o means o f  valid  knowledge that Buddhists accept) and, somewhat more 

speculatively, about the sources o f  his v iew  o f  “ im itation” (which perhaps lay in Yo- 

gachara “ illusionism”).124 That Bhatta Nayaka’s allegiance to M im am sa (far deeper 

than Anandavardhana’s) marked his entire system is crystal clear, but i f  we under

stood precisely which brand o f  M im am sa this was, Kumarila’s, Prabhakara’s, or an

other, we m ight be able to develop a richer sense o f  how  he thought “actualization” 

worked, and more particularly, how  the “eventfu l narrative”  (arthavada) embedded in 

scripture “ rouses” the ritual agent to re-create the ritual act—and, homologously, the 

reader the literary narrative. Bhoja is m ore d irect about his Samkhya inheritance125 

(less so about his Shaivism), but it is a laborious task to reconstruct just how far this 

in flected his aesthetic theory, beyond the obvious role o f  the theory o f  the three psy

chophysical elements in his understanding o f  the “sense-of-self”  that constitutes “pas

sion.”  The situation does becom e m ore perspicuous as the m eta-aesthetic discourse 

sh ifts from  ph ilosophy tow ard  re lig ion , w here Abh inavagupta ’s th eory  o f  aesthetic 

consciousness shares many traits w ith, though is not necessarily conceptually depen

dent on, his theory o f  liberated consciousness; the reverse m ight be posited o f the later 

Advaita aestheticians Vishvanathadeva and Jagannatha, about whose religious views 

the in form ation in the second case is sparse, in the first case entirely absent.126 Rupa 

and Jiva Gosvamin, by contrast, are known prim arily as religious thinkers, and their 

views help us understand how religion and aesthetics were not just related but fused 

into a new  aesthetic theology—at the same tim e hinting at what w e are missing more 

generally about the religio-philosophical context o f earlier aesthetic thinking.

A  second dim ension o f  in te llectual h is to ry  from  the inside out concerns the sta

tus and practice o f  in tellectual h istory in the tradition  itself—how the thinkers them 

selves sought to  grasp the developm ent o f  the ir d iscip line—and the sources they 

had at their disposal. Abhinavagupta is the first to  have brought a chronological sen

sib ility to  rasa discourse: the prologue to  his ow n  “ pu rified ” th eory  in The New  Dra

matic A rt is clearly m eant to  represent ideas that succeed one another in tim e and 

in  value. He was able to  reconstruct this order—going back some th ree  centuries (to 

the tim e o f  Dandin, c. 700)—because the actual texts w ere still available to him. The 

num ber and d iversity o f  citations in his ow n  com m entary from  the early w riters  on
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the Treatise on Drama attest to  this ava ilab ility ; the same holds, naturally, for his fa

m ilia r ity  w ith  the works o f  his own  teachers, Bhatta Tota and Bhatta Induraja.127

By the m id -tw elfth  century, however, scholars w ere a lready departing from  a 

strict chronologica l approach. In his trea tm ent o f  the h istory  o f  rhetoric m ore gen

erally, Ruyyaka places his discussion o f  Kuntaka and Bhatta Nayaka before that o f  

Anandavardhana, a tem poral displacem ent one o f  his com m entators explains by 

noting that although both  thinkers cam e later, they are presented as earlier “ since 

they w ere fo llow in g  the doctrines o f  the ancients” ; by contrast, M ahim a Bhatta is 

said to  have “put forw ard  som ething o f  his own  invention en tire ly” and so is treated 

a fter Ananda.128 Here ch ronology is in flected  by a kind o f  ax io logy  (the va lid ity  o f  

which w e w ill assess m om entarily ) that comes to  the fore in  later discussions o f  rasa.

W hile m any o f  those discussions adopt some version o f  Abhinava’s account, they 

are subject to  tw o  im portan t lim itations. First, alm ost w ithou t exception, no later 

scholar had access to  any o f  the orig ina l texts Abhinava cites, or even to  The New  Dra

matic A rt, where m any are discussed; th ey  a ll derive th e ir overv iew  from  the expo 

sition in his Eye for Light on Im plicature (which adm itted ly som etim es provides m ore 

detail), or, far m ore frequently, from  M am m ata’s precis o f  this exposition  in  his Light 

on Poetry. Second, and no doubt as a consequence o f  this docum entary deficiency, 

the ve ry  content o f  the ch rono logy and hence its structure begins to  change a fter 

the eleventh  century. Jagannatha (c. 1650) discusses eleven d ifferen t in terpretations 

o f  rasa in an order that is en tire ly  evaluative: it starts w ith  the doctrine he accepts 

(Abhinava’s) and ends w ith  those he alm ost certa in ly  inven ted  to  dem onstrate the 

slow descent in to ever grea ter inadm issibility, (in  the same spirit o f  anachronism, 

unless it is parody, he makes Bhatta Nayaka speak in the rebarbative style o f  the “ New  

Logicians” that cam e to  prom inence on ly  four centuries a fte r his death ).129 The 

natural conclusion to  this developm ent o f  the discourse—w hat w e m igh t ca ll its 

pure lo g ic iza tion —is found at its endpo in t, in  the w ork  o f  Rajacudam ani D ikshita 

(c. 1650, not excerp ted  here). His “ h istory”  o f  rasa dispenses en tire ly  w ith  h istorical 

sources, becom ing an account not o f  w hat the positions actually were, but o f  what 

conceptually they should have been.

It is a rather fin e lin e that divides this practice (and tacit theory ) o f  in te llectual 

h istory from  what we can perceive w hen  w e look from  the outside in. This perspec

tive  offers a v iew  o f  issues that those w ho made the h istory could not or did not—so 

far as w e can te ll—perceive themselves. A  few  examples both  m inor and major, which, 

g iven  his prom inence, are best provided by the works and practices o f  Abhinavagupta, 

suffice to  g ive  a sense o f  the problem atic as a whole.

The New  Dramatic Art, w ritten  in Kashmir around 1000 C.E., seems to have vanished 

from  there alm ost as soon as the ink was dry. The on ly scholars in the prem odern
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era w ho evince d irect know ledge o f  the w ork  all lived  in Gujarat during the tw e lfth  

century.130 W hat others knew  o f  Abhinava’s aesthetic philosophy comes from  his ear

lier com m entary on Anandavardhana, The Eye for Light on Implicature, or from  Mam- 

mata’s precis (M am m ata h im self shows no evidence o f  having read The New  Dramatic 

A rt either, though the question awaits system atic study). W hat does this lacuna 

mean fo r in te llectual history?

For one th ing, since the v iew s on  rasa in  the tw o  works are not identical, Abh i

nava’s m ature th eory  was essentia lly unknow n to  subsequent scholars. Consider his 

understanding o f  the state o f  consciousness that the aesthetic experience represents. 

A t various h igh  points o f  his exposition , such as his de fin ition  o f  drama, Abhinava 

announces his nam e fo r th is state: anuvyavasaya, secondary o r re flex ive  know ledge 

o f  a know ledge, but he goes on  to  ca re fu lly  gloss th is in  o rd er to  signal its new ly 

charged m ean ing (it is “on the order o f  a d irec t awareness,”  “consists o f  the ligh t o f  

the bliss that is one’s ow n  pure consciousness,”  and so on).131 The te rm —Abhinava’s 

version o f  Bhatta Nayaka’s “ experience” through  “actualization”—is used in  Abhi

nava’s aesthetic sense in  no o ther tex t on  rasa discourse, because no other tex t 

knew  that sense or the w ork  in  which  it was contained.132

W hat later texts do represent as part o f  Abhinava’s aesthetic th eory  concerns the 

“ m anifestation”  doctrin e o f  rasa that he developed in his com m entary on Ananda

vardhana. As w e saw, Abh inava, con fron ted  w ith  the po ten tia l obsolescence o f  

Ananda’s treatm ent o f  rasa in  the wake o f  Bhatta Nayaka’s revolu tion, transform ed 

an ob ject-orien ted  lingu istic notion  in to  a subject-oriented psychological one— 

w hat is now  “ m an ifested” is the stable em otion  in  the heart o f  the sensitive reader 

rather than  rasa in  the tex t. The core te rm in o lo gy  fo r th is m odality , “ m an ifesta 

tion ”  (vyahjand and its various cognates), is v ir tu a lly  absent from  The New  Dramatic 

A rt. The concept c learly had no fu rth er role to play fo r Abhinava, since his new  

th eory  is herm eneutical. For a ll subsequent thinkers, however, “ m an ifestation ” be

came the w atchw ord o f  Abh inava aesthetics, som eth ing possible on ly  i f  The New  

Dram atic A r t  was unknow n to  them .

The h istory o f  the reception  o f  Abhinava’s conceptual leap in  The Eye is even  m ore 

revea ling  than  this b ib liographical lacuna. No la ter scholar ever com m ents exp lic

itly  on the transvaluation o f  Anandavardhana’s idea o f  “ m an ifestation ” developed 

by Abhinava when he m oved it out o f  the old thought w orld  o f  form alism  in to the 

new  one o f  reception.133 The fact that he appropriated Bhatta Nayaka’s concept o f 

“experience” when rew ork ing “ m an ifestation ”  likew ise w ent en tire ly  unrecogn ized  

by subsequent th inkers.134

A ll that said, the scholarly practices in  evidence here have a long history. W hen 

Abhinava ascribes to  Bharata h im se lf aspects o f  Bhatta Nayaka’s theory, as w ell as
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the en tire ty  o f  his ow n  radically “p u rified ” aesthetic th eory  (“ It is sim ply what the 

sage h im se lf has said and noth ing new  at a ll” ), he is in  quest o f  an old w arran t fo r a 

new  idea, a conventional m ove in  classical thought and found elsewhere in  aesthetics 

per se.135 To assess Abhinava’s rew ritin g  o f  Ananda as a com m entator’s m isin terpre

tation  o f  his base text, however, would be to  m isinterpret the com m entarial function  

in  classical India. Com m entary could leg itim ate ly  encompass not ju st exegesis o f  

the old but also prom ulgation  o f  the new, no m atter how  much at variance the tw o  

m igh t seem  to  a present-day scholar.

Beyond the transform ations o f  rasa thought, how  variously they appear when seen 

from  the inside out and the outside in, and what the practice o f  in te llectual h istory 

means in  the tw o  cases, there are conundrum s hav ing to  do w ith  the overa ll h is

torica l shape o f  the discourse. The th ree  most obvious are w hy rasa th eory  came 

into being when it did, w hy it exp loded  in to prom inence when it did, and w hy it 

cam e to  an end w hen  it did.

Theory is related, however obscurely, to  practice, and the h istory o f  rasa theory 

roughly maps against the h istory o f  the practice o f  Sanskrit literature—understanding 

“ literature”  in the sense accorded to  the category in  Sanskrit culture itself. In that 

sense, Sanskrit literature was an invention o f  the beginn ing o f  the Common Era, and 

the theory o f  dramatic composition arose relatively soon thereafter. The slow (and fit

fu l) process o f incorporating poetry  into that theory started not much later than the 

true efflorescence o f  poetry  (in non-Buddhist circles) around the fourth  century.136

W hat is strik ing is how  quickly rasa becam e so central to  learned discourse in royal 

courts from  Kashm ir to  southern India. Bhoja, fo r exam ple, produced tw o  works 

that engaged the th eory  o f  rasa head-on w h ile  ru ling from  a h igh ly visible, even sto

ried, court at Dhara in central India. W hy the ru ling elite ’s interest in aesthetics arose 

when it did (though earlier thinkers like Dandin and Udbhata were also associated 

w ith  courts) is no easier to  answer than  the parallel question o f  w hy aesthetics in 

Europe should have em erged first in the early eighteenth century. One can easily coor

dinate the interests o f  the court w ith  the cultivation o f  courtly norms that the aesthetic 

imagination was meant to reproduce—indeed, perhaps too easily, for coordination all 

too quickly becomes reduction. It may be true, as I once put it, that good readers—o f the 

sort Bhoja intended his work to form —make good subjects, and, as Terry Eagleton has 

it, that the aesthetic lies “ at the very  root o f  social relations”  as the “ source o f  all hu

man bonding.” 137 But these are bare theoretica l bones, and w e need m ore resources, 

o f  the sort this sourcebook seeks to provide, i f  w e are to put flesh on them.

Far m ore com plicated than the beg inn ings o f  rasa discourse or its consolidation 

as an im portan t cu ltu ra l-po litica l fo rm  is the question o f  its ending. Space perm it

ting, I would have concluded the Reader w ith  Rajacudam ani’s M irror o f  Poetry because
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tha t w ork  shows not on ly  a m arked d iscursive tran s fo rm ation —one en tire ly  de- 

h is to r ized , as w e saw, w here  early  th inkers  have becom e idea l typ es  en tire ly  d is

conn ected  from  th e ir  actual works (m ost o f  w h ich  had d isappeared  as much as a 

m illenn ium  earlier)—but also a m arked exhaustion. Rajacudamani reproduces the 

same set o f  topics in play from  the tim e o f  Abh inava and adds noth ing from  his own 

tim e and place, the rem arkable w orld  o f  south Ind ian  cu ltu re at the heigh t o f  Na- 

yaka power.138 Later works advance in not one particu lar our understanding o f  either 

the substance o f  rasa th eory  or its h istory.139 M any works pu rported ly  dea ling w ith

rasa are actually anthologies o f  p o e try  illu strating the rasas, in  im itation  o f  Bhanu-
> ’

datta ’s River o f  Rasa (c. 1500), but conta in ing noth ing o f  his analytical concerns.140 

Clearly, i f  som ewhat perplexingly, the analysis o f  lite ra ry  em otion  had ceded place 

to  the creation  o f  lite ra ry  em otion. The rem arkable flow erin g  o f  a new  rasa th eory  

am ong Bengali Vaishnavas was accom panied by a rem arkable flow erin g  o f  new  po

etry, but w h ile the production o f  p oe try  continued, no fu rth er theoretica l contribu

tions w ere made a fte r the seventeenth century. The last w ork I exam ined from  be

fore the colon ia l caesura, Acyu taray M odak ’s Essence o f  Literary A rt (Sahityasdra, 

c. 1820), is fu lly  representative o f  the endpoin t o f  the discourse. His interests are 

a ltogether other (m ostly rhetorical), and w hen  he turns to  rasa in  the fina l chapter 

o f  his treatise, he does no m ore than  o ffe r a few  verses illustrating the erotic.

The p ictu re does not change even  i f  w e w iden  our lens beyond the sphere o f  

Sanskrit intellectuals. Across the early m odern  vernacu lar world, poets w ere clearly 

fascinated by rasa; the pen names even  M uslim  poets adopted, “ Raslin,”  “ Raskhan,” 

and the like, attest to  this. Yet Sufi m asters w ho w ro te  in Avadhi, aside from  in cor

pora ting rasa categories in to  th e ir  rom ances, had no in terest in  advancing the 

theoretical project o f  classical aesthetics. Hindu intellectuals produced large numbers 

o f  studies, but again these w ere e ither restatem ents and anthologies on the m odel 

o f  Bhanudatta’s specia lized  trea tise  on  th e  ty p o lo g y  o f  lead in g fem ale characters 

(nayikabheda) in  his Bouquet o f  Rasa (R asam añjañ ), or vernacu larizations o f  o lder clas

sics (like Kulapati M ishra’s 1670 Secret o f  Rasa, Rasrahasya, a version o f  Mam m ata’s Light 

on Poetry), wh ich  em body noth ing o f  the conceptual ferm en t that had m arked the 

discourse over the previous m illennium .141 A lthough m any works await editing, noth

ing, published or not, suggests that early  m odern  in tellectuals o f  w hatever lingu is

tic orientation  or religious persuasion had anyth ing to add to the rasa conversation.142 

That the end came on the eve o f  colon ia lism  is en tire ly  coincidental, and cannot by 

any means be construed as a consequence.

From one angle, rasa discourse in  the period  1650-1800 presents a picture o f  in 

tellectual stasis. A t tim es it was hard to  m ove the conversation forw ard, since in no

vation  in  Sanskrit thought was always th reatened  w ith  Ockham’s Razor. Bhanudatta
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in  1500 had to  defend his inven tion  o f  the “ fan tasy”  rasa from  the charge that it had 

“ no trad itiona l standing,”  just as centuries earlier Anandavardhana had to  defend 

“ im plicature.” 143 The im pedim ent o f  “ scholarly convention” 144 d id  not o f  course stop 

e ith er scholar, o r Bhoja, w ho  d ir e c t ly  a ttacked  it. But Jagannatha in  th e  m id 

seventeenth  cen tu ry  evinces a new ly heigh tened sense o f  trad itionalism  when he 

refuses to  en terta in  the possib ility o f  any m odification  o f  the received  aesthetic 

system—by the addition  o f  the devotiona l rasa, fo r exam ple—lest d isc ip linary chaos 

ensue.145 A ll the other questions, o f  the sort that m odern aesthetics learned to ask— 

about the criteria  fo r id en tify in g  som eth ing as art, or in terp retin g it, o r evaluating 

it beyond the trad itiona l system  o f  genre com pliance, rhetorica l exegesis, and the 

specification  o f  d isqua lify in g “ flaws”—w ere even  fu rth er rem oved from  the agenda.

W hatever the force o f  such explanations fo r the discipline’s denouement, another 

seems considerably less cogent, namely, that rasa th eory  was sim ply too  in flex ib le 

to  account for new  kinds o f  p o e try  that appeared in  the early  m odern  period , since 

there are tw o  unwarranted assumptions in the argum ent. One is that the new  lit

erature was rad ically incom m ensurate w ith  the old, but this has ye t to  be convinc

in gly  dem onstrated. The other is that rasa th eory  as such was som ehow narrow ly 

tied  to  that old literatu re, but th is is based on an im poverished  understanding o f  

the th eory ’s aim, which, as the m aterials o ffered  in  this Reader show, is to account 

fo r the em otional core o f  literatu re and w hy w e respond to  it the w ay we do, and 

which accordingly cannot be tied  to any h istorica l m om ent.146 A  related notion, that 

rasa th eory  was exclusive to dram a and Sanskrit dram a declined in  the early m odern 

era, is w ron g  on both  counts.147

V iew ed  from  another angle, and w ith  grea ter herm eneutical charity, the fact that 

rasa discourse d id  com e to  an end m igh t be taken as m arking the atta inm ent o f  a 

state o f  conceptual plenitude. A fte r  a m illenn ium  and a h a lf o f  the m ost searching 

analysis the w orld  had ever seen—on the basis o f  a care fu lly  elaborated lexicon, sta

ble categories, and fu lly  shared assumptions o f  core questions—o f  the em otional 

structure o f  litera ry  artworks, thinkers w ere perhaps ju stified  in  be liev ing that they 

had care fu lly  w eighed  every  possible a lternative and fu lly  understood the nature o f  

aesthetic response—and that there was noth ing le ft  to  say.

11. "TASTE" COMPARISON AND THE PORTABILITY OF RASA THEORY

W hy should “ taste” have becom e the pre-em inen t m etaphor fo r understanding aes

thetic response in classical India? Curiously, this is som eth ing our authorities never 

care to  argue out on philosophical grounds. They unpack the idea on ly  fo r its m eta

phorical im plication , and then  on ly w ith  respect to  the capacity o f  the aesthetic
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object to  com bine disparate elem ents in to a whole, the way a m ixed  drink  combines 

its ingredients to  produce a single gu statory experience (the asym m etry betw een  

the six sensory tastes—sweet, sour, bitter, etc.—and the eight aesthetic tastes holds 

litt le  in terest fo r them ). There m ay have been  the inciden tal im p lication  that rasa 

th eory  im parts “ the ab ility  to  detec t a ll the ingred ien ts in  a com position,”  as Hume 

fam ously defined taste, but this was never d irec tly  stated, and the ve ry  relationship 

betw een  know ing rasa th eo ry  and im p rov in g  read ing practices w en t largely  unex

am ined.148 Occasionally the im age is ex tended  to  the “chew ing over”  requ ired  to  get 

the fu ll sense o f  a poem , th e  w ay sugarcane m ust be slow ly chew ed to  ex tra c t its 

ju ice.149 But genera lly  speaking, the m etaphor did no fu rth er work. In particular, In

dian th inkers seem ed unconcerned to  exp la in  the relationship, obscure on the face 

o f  it, betw een  nonrational “ taste” and the h igh ly  rational social and m oral judgm ents 

in  wh ich  the rasa experience o f  literatu re is m eant to  school the reader. Perhaps it 

was too  obvious to  them , and on ly m odern  W estern  readers feel the need fo r such 

an explanation, liv in g  as they do in  a w orld  w here know ledge has becom e the p re

serve o f  reason alone, w ith  the relationship betw een  taste and m oral judgm ent sev

ered and the “aesthetic concept o f  m ora lity ” lost fo r good .150

Even m ore curious than the presence o f  the m etaphor is the fact that a second 

grea t trad ition  o f  aesthetic analysis, at the start o f  the m odern  era, should have in 

dependently settled on the same way o f  expressing the response to  art. True enough, 

fo r both  traditions it would have been obvious that this response occurs in itia lly  at 

the experientia l, even  physical level, and on ly  subsequently at an in te llectual one. 

“A isthesis”  in the radical Greek sense o f  the w ord, as a genera l term  fo r this object 

o f  study—the “ fee lin g”  part o f  art—makes ve ry  good sense. But “ taste” ? Does it rea lly  

o ffer a “natural”  m etaphor fo r the aesthetic sensibility, and i f  so, in what sense?151 It 

m ay be on ly the ir vagueness that makes o ther m etaphorical locutions fo r aesthetic 

experience, such as being “ touched” or “m oved ,”  any less curious. But on the face o f  

it, to  say, how ever figuratively, that taste is the m edium  o f  our in teraction  w ith  art 

is no less strange than  saying it is smell.

Unlike smell, taste adm its o f  degrees; as a bod ily  sense it also has a m ore d irect 

relationship w ith  the ob ject as w ell as w ith  the ob ject’s pleasure than  the “distance” 

senses such as sight (we like tastes in  a m ore in tim ate  w ay than  w e like sights).152 

Though natural, it can in  princip le be im proved  w ith  tra in ing, the sort o f  tra in ing 

that, in the case o f  artworks, aesthetics w ou ld  hypothetica lly  be able to  provide (as 

we have seen, there is uncerta in ty about th is in  India). It can also be “acquired.”  But 

additionally, taste seems to  capture that special phenom enological tru th  form ulated 

by Dufrenne. Feeling is em bedded in  the ob ject no less than  in the subject, and the 

v iew er experiences fee lin g  because a ffec tive  qu a lity  belongs to  the artwork; in  the

[42]



I N T R O D U C T I O N :  AN I N T E L L E C T U A L  H I S T O R Y  OF RAS A

same way, we have the taste o f  a th in g  on ly because the th in g  its e lf has taste, as it 

does not have sight. The long debate over rasa’s location  can be seen as a search fo r 

an understand ing a lready ga in ed  by the m etaphor itse lf—this is ju s t w hat Abhi- 

navagupta argued153—one not a tta ined  in  the W est until the rise o f  phenom enologi

cal aesthetics.

The use o f  the m etaphor in  European in te llectual h istory seems to  have begun 

w ith  the Jesuit th inker Balthasar Gracian in  the early seventeenth century, fo r whom  

taste functioned m ore as a m oral ca tegory than an aesthetic one: it is possible to  re 

fine the taste as w ell as the mind; in  taste begins the draw ing o f  distinctions and hence 

social cu ltivation .154 Taste becam e cen tra l to  aesthetics, however, on ly when aes

thetics was first invented as a discipline in the m id-eighteenth  century, in a world 

where the h ered ita ry  prerogatives o f  aristocracy w ere w eaken ing and judgm ent it

s e lf was becom ing the foundation  o f  a n ew  society. Hum e’s concern , like that o f  

m any o th er eigh teen th -cen tu ry thinkers, was to  establish a standard o f  taste in  the 

face o f  subjective aesthetic sentim ent, which  he does by tracing the d ivers ity  o f 

taste to  a d ivers ity  in  capacities to  reg is ter w hat are, fo r h im , ob jective qualities o f  

beauty. His emphasis on judgm en t m ay set h im  apart from  our Indian theorists; 

how ever subjective “ taste” m ay seem  to  us, there was never any doubt fo r Indians 

that a single standard could apply.155 Yet like them  Hume holds that the cu ltivation  

o f  art is essentially the cultivation o f  m oral awareness, though the process is very  dif

ferent in the tw o  worlds. For Hume, passion is linked w ith  taste; it is som eth ing to  be 

disciplined by taste, which is the true source o f  happiness; a rt refines our feelings.156 

For Indian thinkers, the relationship o f  em otion  to  reason was in genera l a question 

o f  litt le  ph ilosophical interest, but n either was em otion  som eth ing to  be subordi

nated to  o r dom inated by know ledge, as it was fo r Plato and m ost o f  his successors. 

And in  any case, aesthetic pedagogy unfolds fo r Indians in  a fa r m ore exp lic it m an

ner: the v iew er o f  a play becom es suffused “ by the desire to  atta in  the good  and to 

avoid the bad,”  as Abhinava puts it, and “ he actually comes to  do the one and to shun 

the other, g iven  that he has now  ga ined an understanding to  this end.” 157

W hat is most fundam entally constitu tive o f  the Indian discourse on rasa, namely, 

the relationship betw een  taste and social p rop rie ty  (“ The one th in g  that can im pair 

rasa is im propriety,” says Anandavardhana. “Composing w ith  custom ary p ropriety— 

that is rasa’s deep secret” ), is also m ost occluded, fo r the sources o f  social p ropriety  

lay far below  the level o f  analysis. P rop rie ty  was sim ply a g iven .158 This “m iscogni- 

tion ”  o f  the social determ inants o f  judgm ent was largely the case in  the W est as well, 

until critique becam e a com ponent o f  critic ism  and taste was iden tified  as a m arker 

o f  socia l status. The d istin ctions socia l subjects m ake—betw een  the beau tifu l 

and the ugly, or w hatever—serve to  d istinguish them selves (“ Taste classifies, and it
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classifies th e  classifier” ).159 “ Good taste,”  “ bad taste,”  “ tasteless” : these are th ings 

fo r which w e can easily provide Sanskrit translations (sarasa, virasa, nîrasa, etc.), but 

the la tter carry, o r are p erm itted  to  carry, no h in t o f  the social orig ins that w ou ld 

im pugn the ir naturalness. W hereas the English term  “ taste” is always applied to  the 

capacity o f  the social subject, the Sanskrit te rm  is typ ica lly  tied  to  the aesthetic 

object.

As fo r the W eberian  account w ith  wh ich  w e started, not much is le ft. There was 

indubitably an autonomous dom ain  o f  art in  India before the com ing o f  European 

m odernity, one fu lly  distinguished from  the religious sphere. No Indian Arnold may 

have ever suggested that poetry  could replace re lig ion  as a source o f  salvation, though 

Bhatta Nayaka came close. But it was on ly in  the sixteenth cen tury that thinkers 

claimed, or came close to  claim ing, re ligion  could replace poetry. Before this, litera

ture for Sanskrit thinkers was an a ffa ir o f  this world, and aesthetic theory  was a way 

o f m aking sense o f  how  the world produced rasa, and rasa helped reproduce the world.

12. RASA PAST AND FUTURE

There is a p roc liv ity  in a certa in  strain o f  postcolon ia l thought to  assert claims to 

conceptual p riority : the preco lony is always supposed to  have preem pted co lon ia l

ism in its theoretica l understanding o f  the world. This is dem onstrated fo r classical 

Indian aesthetics by awarding it a kind o f  superior insight and universal applicability 

(“ Rasa in  Shakespeare” is the genre o f  study I have in  m ind). To understand rasa as 

a h istorica l form  o f  thought, however, as I t r y  to  enable the reader o f  this Reader to 

do, is to con fron t a th eory  clearly contingent on a nonm odern w orldv iew  and under

standing o f  literary  art. Its fu ll conceptualization  is in tim ate ly  tied  to  a num ber o f 

prim ary, uncontested, and largely nontransferable Indian presuppositions—about 

the th reefo ld  psychophysiology o f  Samkhya, fo r exam ple, or the storage o f  m em o

ries o f  past lives, or even  transm igration. That said, rasa theory  does o ffer an account 

o f  w idely  shared m ental processes and an analytic procedure that enable us here and 

now  to  th ink through m ore clearly and ta lk  m ore precisely about features o f  our own 

aesthetic experience for which  w e have no ready-to-hand concepts or language. Even 

m ore fundam entally , it a llow s us to  adm it that we have such experiences in  the 

firs t place.

For in  fact, read ing w ith  em otion  in  the m odern  W est was until recen tly  v iew ed  

as a fa llacy—indeed, it was ca lled  the “A ffe c tiv e  Fallacy.”  Even before W. K. W im satt 

and M onroe Beardsley co ined  the phrase in  th e ir  w ell-kn ow n  essay, René W ellek  

sought to  proscribe the “em otive”  critic ism  o f  literature, reducing it to “ the labeling 

o f  works o f  art by em otional term s like ‘jo y fu l, ’ ‘gay,’ ‘melancholy,’ and so forth ,”  and
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denying that “even i f  we define these em otions as closely as w e can, we are still quite 

rem oved from  the specific ob ject wh ich  induced them .” Em otion “ has noth ing to do 

w ith  the actual ob ject”  o f  lite ra ry  study; in  addition, its analyses are unverifiab le 

and cannot contribute to  a “cooperative advance in  our know ledge.” 160 For W im satt 

and Beardsley, a ttem pting to  understand what a poem  is from  w hat the poem  does, 

far from  being a route to  overcom e the obstacles to  objective criticism , actually leads 

“away from  critic ism  and from  p o e try ”  tow ard im pressionism  and relativism . W hat 

counts is re feren tia l m eaning, not em otion: “ It m ay w ell be that the contem plation  

o f  this object, o r pattern  o f  em otive know ledge, which  is the poem , is the ground for 

some u ltim ate em otional state which  m ay be term ed the a es th e tic .. .  . But it is no 

concern o f  criticism , no part o f  criteria .” 161

in  the last decade there has been a g row in g  unease w ith  these grand dismissals.162 

Em otion, in  lite ra ry  critic ism , ph ilosoph ica l aesthetics, and even  social theory , is 

staging som eth ing o f  an insurgency, w ith  the rise o f  an “a ffective tu rn ” prom pting 

new  histories o f  the em otions, new  studies o f  the em otions in  h istory, and new  cog

n itive theories o f  the em otions.163 And here rasa theory  and its h istory m ay have some 

role to  play. The th eory  offers an acute dissection  o f  the elem ents that produce—as 

they undeniably produce—em otion  in  the lite ra ry  artw ork , and a perceptive analy

sis o f  the psychological process o f  v iew er or reader response, w h ile the very  disputes 

that m arked the th eo ry ’s h istorica l developm ent contain  a whole universe o f  endur

ing, con tend ing assessments. In  the best o f  cases it m ay even  help us u n learn  old 

modes o f  read ing w h ile ga in ing new  ones, to  better understand what it means to  ex

perience art and hence to  be a fu ll hum an being.
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English-Sanskrit Glossary

RASAS, STABLE EMOTIONS, AESTHETIC ELEMENTS

aesthetic elements 
the affectionate 

amazement 
amusement 
anger
attachment 

the comic 
desire
determination

dispassion

emotion
the erotic

the erotic enjoyed
the erotic thwarted
factor; “ factoring”

the fantastic

fear
the fearful 
foundational factor 

grief
the heroic
the heroic in war, munificence, compassion 

(or morality) 
impassivity 

the macabre
motherly love (sometimes, parental 

affection)

vibhävädi

preyah/preyän

vism aya

häsa

krodha

sneha

häsya

rati

utsaha

nirveda

bhäva

sm gära

sam bhogaspigära

vipm lam bhasm gära

vibhäva; vibhävana

adbhuta

bhaya A

bhayänaka

älam banavibhäva

soka

vira

yuddha-, däna-, dayä- (or dharm a-) vira

sam a

bïbhatsa

vätsalya
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the noble 

the peaceful
psychophysical responses (sometimes, 

“ sensitivities” )

udàtta (sometimes ürjasvin) 

santa

sàttvika[anuJbhâva

reaction (physical); “ reactionizing”
revulsion

stable emotion
stimulant factor

the tragic
transient (emotion) 
transitory emotion; “ emotivizing” 

the vainglorious 
the violent

anubhâva; anubhâvana

ju g u p sà

sthâyibhàva

uddipanavibhciva

karuna

sam càri

vyabhicâribhâva;vyabhicâribhavana

uddhata

raudra

THE THIRTY-THREE TRANSITORY EMOTIONS

anxiety
attachment
confusion

depression
despair

despondency
dissimulation
dreaming

dying
exhaustion

fatigue

ferocity
fright
intoxication

jealousy
joy
longing

madness
numbness

panic
perplexity
possession (sometimes, misrecollection) 

pride
recklessness

remembrance
resentment

sagacity
satisfaction (sometimes, constancy) 

shame

cinta

sn eha1
m oha

visada

nirveda

dainya

avahittham

suptam

maraña

srama

glâni

ugratâ

trdsa

m ada

irsya2
harsa

autsukya

unm âda

ja d a tâ

âvega

vitarka

apasm àra

garva

capalatà

sm rti

asüyü

mati

dhrti

vrïdâ
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sickness vyädhi

sleepiness nidrä

torpor älasya

waking pra(vi)bodha

disquiet sarikhä

vindictiveness am arsa

broken voice

THE EIGHT PSYCHOPHYSICAL RESPONSES

svarabheda (-bhanga)

fainting pralaya

horripilation rom anca

pallor vaivarnya

paralysis stam bha

perspiration sveda

trembling vepathu

weeping asm

THE FOUR KINDS OF LEADING MALE CHARACTER

the dignified 
the peaceful 
the romantic 
the vainglorious

dhïrodâtta

dhiraprasänta

dhïralalita

dhïroddhata

THE TEN FORMS OF CHARMING BEHAVIOR

adornment lalita

coquetry viläsa

coyness m otthäyitam

disarray vibhram a

giving the cold shoulder bibboka

mimicry lïlâ

negligence vicchitti A
reticence vihrta

saying no when meaning yes kuttham itam

turmoil kilakincitam

THE TEN STAGES OF THE EROTIC THWARTED3

anxiety
craving
death

cintä

abhiläsa

nidhana
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distress
glorification

madness

raving
remembrance

sickness
stupor

udvega

gunakirtana

unm âda

praläpa

sm rti

vyädhi

ja d a tâ

OTHER TECHNICAL TERMS

absorption (sometimes, repose) 

acting
(its four registers: physical, verbal, 

psychophysical, costuming-makeup) 

actualization 

affectionate utterance 
cessation (o f a rasa or emotion) 

charming behavior 
coloration
“ commonize,” “ commonization” 
complete identification with 

conjuncture (o f two rasas or emotions) 

connotation

costume (sometimes regional customs) 

denotation
direct awareness; aesthetic visualization 

distinct comprehension 

dramatic mode

ecstasy

ego
emergence (o f a rasa or emotion) 

emotion poetry 

ends o f man 
enhance
experience, experientialization 

expression; sometimes, literary language 
figure o f sense or sound; ornament 

full complement (o f aesthetic elements) 

haughty utterance 

heart’s concurrence

visranti

a b h im ya

ahgika, vacika, sattvika, aharya  

bhdvand

preyah (preyasvat in Udbhata)

sand

hava

uparahjana

sddharanikr, sadharanikarana

anusandhana (-dhi) (in Bhatta Lollata)

sandhi

laksana

pravrtd

abhidha

saksatkara

anusandhana (in Shri Shankuka) 
vrtti ( bharad : verbal mode; sattvati: serene/ 

sublime mental mode, pertaining to the 

heroic in particular; arabhati: energetic 
physical mode, pertaining to the violent in 
particular; kaisiki: graceful, pertaining to 

the erotic in particular) 

laya

ahahkara 
udaya  
bhavakavya  

purusartha  

pari + pus
bhoga, bhogakrd, bhogikrttva, bhogakrttva  

abhidha (in Bhatta Nayaka) 

alahkara 
sam agri

u ijasvi (in Dandin) 

hrdayasam vada

[330]



EN G LI S H - S A N S K R IT G L O S S A R Y

identification with tanm ayïbhâva

immersion sam âvesa

implicature dhvani

impulsive utterance ürjasvi (in Udbhata)
indirect expression vakrokti

innate disposition samskâra

instruction in, knowledge of vyutpatti

(the ends of man)
jealous anger rndna

language quality guna

leading female character ndyika

leading male character, protagonist ndyaka

liberation m oksa

love karna

love prem a (in Bhoja = srngara, passion)
manifestation vyakti, vyanjanâ, abhivyakti

morality dharma

narrative element vastu
natural expression svabhdvokti

object (of affect) (rarely, subject) visaya

oscillation (between different rasas sabalatd

or emotions)
passion srngara (in Bhoja)
“paths” or styles of literature rid

predisposition vàsanà

preliminary dance lâsydnga

process vyâpàra

proper term, actual word svasabda

propriety aucitya

purport tdtparya

quality (of language) guna

quiescence (of a rasa or emotion) sam àhita (in Udbhata; = sand)

rapture camatkdra

rasa-laden statement rasavat

receptive, responsive viewer/reader sahrdaya, sacetdh

receptivity sahrdayatd <

relishing carvana

to savor (a)svad

secondary knowledge, of a knowledge anuvyavasdya

semblance of a rasa, of an emotion rasàbhâsa, bhâvàbhâsa

sense of self abhim àna

sensitivity (sometimes, psychic sensitivity) sattva

stolidity tamah

to strengthen upa + d
subject matter tdtparya

substratum, subject (of affect) (rarely, object) dsraya
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supreme being 
types of heroine 
typological state
vainglorious, proud (sometimes, impetuous)
verbalization
viewer/reader
volatility
wealth, power

brahma

nayikabheda

avasthd

uddhata

vagaram bha

bhavaka (bhavuka), srotr, anusandhayaka

rajah
artha
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Notes

PREFACE

1. Preeminently Ingalls et al. 1990.
2. In the first category are KM, KD, Bhaktirasayana; in the second, Agnipurana (now known 

to be a late, probably eleventh-century, compilation), and Candraloka, among others. BhP oc
cupies a place apart: unlike the Agnipurana, it was occasionally cited, but it is both derivative 

and too diffuse to properly excerpt.
3. The now-standard edition shows these traces everywhere. Chapter 6, for example, ends, 

“ Such are the eight rasas”  (6.83); Abhinavagupta had a different text before him (“There are 

thus nine and only nine rasas,”  he comments ad loc., ABh 1.335.8).
4. A fter long clinging to the translation “reproduction,”  I was convinced by Andrew 

Ollett o f the greater applicability o f this term. For an extended consideration (sometimes at 

odds with the analysis offered here), see Shulman 2012.
5. An onomatopoeic word, “making the sound cham at,”  a smacking o f the lips that seems 

especially apposite for “aesthetics,” or “ feeling” (for a Shaiva etymology see IPVV v. 3 p. 251). 

No one before Ananda had used the term, and he only once (DhA 4.16).
6. See Dhanika on DR 4.4cd-4.5ab, below.
7. Literally, “the erotic deceived” (SKA 5.56-58; SP pp. 1172-73; RAS p. 276).
8. For the eighth-century southerner Dandin, u rjasvi is slightly deprecatory (“ haughty 

declaration”); for the ninth-century northerner Udbhata, it indicates a moral lapse (the 

“ impulsive” ).

9. The N ew  Dramatic Art 3.273.
10. For the former see Shridhara on KP 4.30; for the latter, NS 1.111.

11. N yayasutra 1.1.17; for Bhasarvajna see N yayasara p. 12.
12. The rasa raudra exemplifies the difficulty. It is typically translated, vaguely, as “rage” 

or “the furious”; NS 1.313-314 indicates that “the violent” is closer to what is intended (see 
Abhinava ad loc.: ‘ “ Raudra is based on anger,’ and the domain o f anger is, generally speaking, 

unlawful action,” and RAS 2.131: “The locus o f raudra is savages [krurajana]” ).
13. The editions o f the SP and KP principally used here are continuously paginated.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Feagin and Maynard 1997, compare Korsmeyer 1998. Many o f their questions derive from 

Beardsley 1981 [1959].
2. Treatises on painting simply list the rasas and their associated colors (see for example 

V isnudharm ottarapurana 3.30).
3. Shri Shankuka fragment #la, below; on music and rasa, DhA pp. 405, 417; VV p. 100, 

Anantadasa (p. 72), SRA 7.1351 (“The learned hold that the principal element o f the triple sym

phony is rasa”). Thus, while classical Indian aesthetic theory may well apply to all the “ fine 
arts,” it never was in fact applied before the modern period (contrast M. Hiriyanna in Ragha- 

van 1975: xv, among many others).
4. Bhatta Tota’s definition o f creative imagination would be invoked repeatedly (see frag

ment #1, below).
5. Pollock 2014.
6. The term rasasastra is found only once (in Jiva Gosvamin p. 110 [65.17], below), and may 

be peculiar to the Bengali Vaishnava tradition.
7. For this assessment o f what is currently missing in literary theory, see Harpham 2005:24.

8. For Weber, see Gerth and Mills 1946: 340-43; the ideological reading is found in Eagle- 
ton 1990:3. Hegel’s Lectures on  Fine A rts (1835) is structured, deeply i f  with no self-awareness, 

by the inequity o f colonial judgment. For Arnold’s assertion a generation before Weber 
(l880),“Most o f what now passes with us for religion and philosophy w ill be replaced by po

etry,” see Muldoon 2006:349.

9. Neill 2003: 423.
10. Additional detail and argument are offered in Pollock 1998a, 2001c, 2010, 2012a, 

2012b.

11. See DhA pp. 87-88.
12. DhA p. 498.

13. NS 7.2.
14. KA 1.51.

15. Bhatta Tota fragment #4; Bhatta Nayaka fragment #5.
16. Especially problematic is the absence in the rasasutra o f the key term “stable emotion” 

(compare Bansat-Boudon 1992a: 109-11).
17. For the NS it is the sa ttva  o f the actor that is at issue, for he cannot weep or sweat with

out intentionality.

18. Pollock 2012a.
19. NS 1.11.
20. Cited in Solomon 2002:122 (emphasis added).

21. Pollock 2012a: 202.
22. Krishnamoorthy 1968: 45 (few later scholars have appreciated this insight).

23. NS 1.282; 6.32-33. A “traditional verse” to the same effect is added.
24. Rudra Bhatta, Srngaratilaka 1.5. The statement makes better historical sense i f  the au

thor is identified with Rudrata (early ninth century), rather than another scholar o f the late 
tenth/early eleventh century (on their dates and possible identity, see Kane 1971:158).

25. RKA 12.2, below.
26. The three mentioned here (rasavat, preyah , and urjasvi) are discussed by Dandin, KA 

2.273, below.
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27. Perhaps anticipating Anandavardhana’s later distinction between rasa and “subordi
nate implicature” in his brief remark on the “elevated” figure (Krishnamoorthy 1979b: 305).

28. KASS 4.3-4.
29. Pratiharenduraja p. 50, below.
30. See McCrea 2009.
31. VJ p. 144, below.
32. The Candraloka (c. 1250) simply adds to the four emotion tropes given by Udbhata the 

remaining three stages o f rasa as tropes in their own right (5.117-118). This conception con

tinued into the seventeenth century (KD p. 291).
33. See Avaloka p. 206, below, for a classic example. “Narrative element” here and passim 

translates vastu, a fact, situation, or other component o f the narrative (see Ingalls et al. 

1990:82).
34. There is dispute over which o f the many types o f “manifestation” is at work in litera

ture. Contrast Ruyyaka, Kavyaprakasasam keta, p. 577, and Vishvanatha, SD 3.1, both given 

below.
35. DhA 2.1-2 and DhA 3.3; Ekavali p. 85, below. Few later thinkers make this categoriza

tion an object o f analysis; a rare exception is KD p. 149.
36. For Bhatta Nayaka see further below; for Dhanika, Avaloka, p. 211, below; for Mahima 

Bhatta, VV  p. 70,78, below, and passim.
37. KASS 4.3-4; Pratiharenduraja on 4.2, below.
38. Pollock 2007: 42-44 (inadvertently om itting Udbhata); see also MM 5.28, cited in SP 

p. 625, below.
39. One Chakravartin Bhattacharya cited by jhalkikar in his edition o f KP, p. 434.

40. VJ p. 146; Shri Shankuka, both below.

41. DhA pp. 80-83, below.
42. See “On Verbal Representation” below.
43. Bhatta Tota fragment #5; SP p. 3, both below.

44. Shridhara in KP p. 77.
45. See Dhanika’s introductory remarks on DR 4.36, below.

46. See SP vv. 7 and 11, below.
47. Raghavan 1975 charts this expansion (though without explaining it). For the devotional 

rasa, contrast Hemadri p. 167 and RG p. 56, both given below.

48. Compare RG pp. 35-36, below. At late as the turn o f the fifteenth century, Singabhu- 
pala was denying the very existence o f a peaceful rasa (the idea that spectators could expe
rience such a rasa is like “parrots tasting bananas painted in a picture,” RAS p. 206).

49. Some emotions we might expect to see included but are not were evaluated as compo

nents o f other emotions that are. The absence o f hatred, for example, from the canonical list 
can be explained by the fact that it was thought o f as “a mental state o f harshness, whereas 

anger is the manifestation o f hatred” (Prajnakaramati on Bodhicaryavatara p. 82.15). Darwin 
himself suggests that hatred expresses itself as anger or terror, whereas Ekman curiously 

defines it as “non-emotional” (Gross 2010:51).

50. ABh 1.266.11-15; for the citations see KA 2.279,281.
51. See Bhatta Lollata fragment #la, below.
52. Wimsatt and Beardsley 1949: 51.
53.1 find no conceptual difference in the distinction upacita/pariposa.

54. H arsacarita v. 8.
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55. SP p. 616, below. SKA is centrally concerned with asrayaprakrti, the nature o f the sub
stratum o f rasa, i.e., the main character.

56. Satapatha Brahmana xiii.5.4.1.
57. The distinction is not drawn in the Sanskrit, and cannot always be captured in 

translation.
58. Gadamer 2004:283, and pp. 306-307 for the subtilitas a p p lica n t o f Pietistic hermeneutics.

59. A precise analogy works at the micro-level too: literary language, commonization, and 
pleasure parallel the “means” (sacrifice), “procedure” (recitation o f mantras, inter alia), and 
“outcome” (heaven, inter alia), respectively, o f ritual “actualization” (Pollock 2010:151-57).

60. Avaloka pp. 171,173; ND p. 160, both below.
61. visranti, a concept that was-“to become central to Abhinavagupta’s theory.

62. Bhatta Nayaka fragment #3, below.
63. He had already appropriated his opponent’s three-part hermeneutic model (DhAL 

p. 189).
64. Hemachandra, a close reader o f Abhinava, incorporates this into his definition o f rasa: 

what is “manifested” by the aesthetic elements is the stable emotion existing in the form o f 

the predispositions o f  th e viewer/reader (KA 2.1 v rtti , p. 88).
65. DhAL p. 188.3 (and compare pp. 52.7-8 and 189.4).

66. Avaloka pp. 212 and 217, and n. 217, below.
67. Ingalls et al. 1990:37. It may have been Bhatta Nayaka himself who first suggested the 

enlarged notion o f “manifestation,” fragment #14, below.

68. See for example PR, ed. Raghavan, introduction p. 27.
69. ABh 1.285.17; DhAL p. 155.5-6, ABh 1.278.11, 278.20 (alaukika).

70. Bhatta Tota fragment #2, below.

71. Fragment #6, below.
72. Perhaps first with Bhatta Narayana (ninth century); see Stainton 2013:175-78.

73. The earliest reference in poetics literature, that o f KASS, strikes me as an interpola
tion (chapter 1, n. 131), which is not to say it cannot have been borrowed from a lost work o f 

Udbhata’s (compare Krishnamoorthy in NS vol. 1, p. 4). For an exhaustive history o f the rasa 

see Raghavan 1975.

74. See p. 226.
75. Ruyyaka, on KP p. 779, below.
76. Masson and Patwardhan 1969; Gerow 1995.

77. KP 35ab, below.
78. KASS 4.2, below. This is a forerunner to what comes to be called emotion poetry 

(bhavakavya) in contrast to rasa poetry (rasakavya), though in fact the terminology is rarely 

used.
79. See especially the commentary o f Paramananda Cakravartin on KP p. 793, below.
80. For these three points see, respectively, BhPu 1.1.3 (Vishvanatha Chakravarti and other 

commentators ad loc. adduce Bhatta Nayaka’s theory); BhPu 10.43.17 (Shridharasvamin ad 
loc. refers to “ancient authorities on supermundane rasa” when analyzing the passage); in 

his commentary on BhPu 1.1-3, Madhusudhana Sarasvati (c. 1600) calls the work a m ahakavya  

(Slokatrayatika fol. 14r).
81. ABh 1.335.14 (bhakti is mentioned in connection with rasa nowhere else in the ABh or 

in the DhAL), KA p. 106.15. We do not know whose position they were opposing.
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82. Others complicate this picture. In his Bhaktirasayana, Madhusudana Sarasvati uses the 

language o f aesthetics to explain the psychology o f actual religious experience; when he re
verts in chapter 3 to the standard literary conception, the gap between aesthetic and reli
gious experience remains unbridged (he makes no reference to earlier bhakti rasa theory).

83. PS p. 70, below; for the denial o f “secular” rasa, see Lokanatha on AK 5.72, below.
84. Lokanatha Chakravartin on AK 5.72, below.

85.1 pass over statements such as Taittiriya Upanisad 27.2 raso vai sah, though cited by later 

thinkers like Jagannatha.
86. Bhatta Nayaka #la; DR 4.43 and Avaloka there and on 4.1, below. Abhinava reports on a 

Vedanta position in ABh 1.37.21.
87. ABh 1.286.1, 37.19, 271.5, 276.7-8. His concept o f aesthetic “hindrances,” for example 

(ABh 1.274, below), has little in common with the vighnas o f Kashmir Saivism (though com

pare ABh 1.284 with IPVV v. 2, p. 178), while his formulation o f aesthetic awareness as “ re
pose in one’s own unhindered consciousness” (1.261.7; compare 273.8, 278.12, 284.20) differs 

from what was to come.
88. Vidyaranya’s Pahcadasi (c. 1350).
89. The key term is dvaranabhahga (or bhagnavaranatva). Jagannatha is merely seeking a 

time-honored lineage for this innovation when he associates it with Abhinava (RG p. 26, 
below); it is terminology Abhinava himself never uses (see chapter 6 n. 188).

90. For the first see SSS p. 101, for the second (derivatively), RG p. 27, both given below.
91. SKA 5.8; SP p. 628 (alahkara is to be taken in the widest possible sense).

92. Dufrenne 1973: 455.
93. Ruyyaka employs the technical term  prayoga , analytical operation, used in both gram

mar and logic, for his dissection o f the peaceful rasa (above n. 75).
94. See especially chapter 24 (where “nature,”  “role,”  and social status are complexly in

tertwined); see Abhinava’s restatement in ABh 1.276-77, below.
95. On humor, see NS 6.51; Abhinava discusses fear at ABh 1.325.14.

96. I f  the loved one is not lost forever, we have the “erotic thwarted” (NS 1.304; compare 
RG p. 32, though contrast Srngaratilaka 2.1,93).

97. NS 6.62 and 1.311 (ista , istajana), ABh 1.290 (bandhu). Abhinava dismisses (the Buddhist?) 

Shri Shankuka’s idea that karuna has anything to do with daya, compassion (ABh 1.311). On 

semblance and the comic, see ABh 1.289.14, below.
98. The same occurs with “heroic perfection” (viryaparam ita ), where utsaha is determina

tion not for martial victory but for spiritual merit (kusalotsaha, Bodhicaryavatara 7.2).

99. The standard list o f topics is found first in KASS 4.7, below, which provides the model for 
DhA 2.3 (which, however, only mentions “semblance” in passing and offers no detailed account).

100. KASS 4.5-4.7, below.
101. Narayana Rao and Shulman 2012:163; see also Ingalls et al. 1990: 37 (contrast, for ex

ample, the explicit statement o f AK p. 133, given below). As Abhinava notes, Ravana’s desire for 
Sita is not illicit under his own moral regime. It is no less real than Rama’s, and a semblance 

only for us, not for him (ABh 1.289).
102. Implausibility is the first o f Abhinava’s hindrances (ABh 1.275), and one o f the last o f 

Mammata’s “flaws” (KP 7.62, below). Someshvara ad loc. discusses revisions in the Rdmayana 

required to meet social normativity, see chapter 4 n. 353). Anandavardhana insists on the 
poet’s obligation to alter a narrative in the interests o f rasa (DhA p. 334, below).
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103. RG, p. 123, below. The semblance or otherwise o f rasa in animals is another topic 
heatedly discussed, especially by Vidyadhara (Ekavali p. 106, below) and Singabhupala (RAS 

p. 297, below), and it is not trivial. Abhinava begins his reconstruction o f rasa theory with a 
discussion o f the fear in the doe in AS (ABh 1.273, below), which Kuntaka adduces to prove 

the very absence o f rasa (chapter 1 n. 308, below).
104. For rasodaya, -san d , -sandhi, and -sabalata, see for example RT chapter 8.

105. DhA 3.17-19; Avaloka pp. 196-201; KP 7.64, all given below.
106. KP 7.62, below. The poem is cited first in this context by Abhinavagupta (DhAL p. 362). 

Compare also Arjunavarmadeva on AmS v. 30.
107. Elixir fo r  the Rasika, p. 4, below. See also DhA p. 195; Avaloka 4.65; SP 11.38; KP 7.6 v. 340.

108. Unattested, however, prior to the mid-seventeenth century.

109. In fact, the NS itself alludes to this (1.113).
110. KASS 4.3-4, below

111. DR 1.6; Bhatta Nayaka fragment #7, below.
112. DhAL pp. 40-41.

113. DhAL pp. 335-36.
114. ABh 1.261;1.36, below.
115. ABh. 1.292.20; ABh 1.276, below.

116. Rorty 1989: xvi; 141.

117. As in Aristotle; see Cohen 2004.
118. SD 3.3,3.8cd, below. Two centuries earlier Ruyyaka offered a similar i f  less developed 

rationale; see his comment on KP p. 577, below.
119. ABh 1.281, 285, below. Other thinkers like Bhoja make the same argument on the 

basis o f a Samkhya psychology where sa ttva , or sensitivity, is a personality variable.
120. The long list o f vanished masterpieces includes, besides all the commentators on the 

Treatise on Drama before Abhinava (Udbhata, Bhatta Lollata, Shri Shankuka), Udbhata’s E xege

sis ofB ham aha (Bhamahavivarana), Bhatta Lollata’s Exegesis o f  Rasa (Rasavivarana), Bhatta Naya- 
ka’s M irror o f  the H eart, Dhanika’s Analysis o f  Literature (K avyanirnaya ), Bhatta Tota’s Literary  
In vestig a tion s and Abhinava’s commentary on it, Kashishvaramishra’s Inquiry Into Rasa 

(Rasam im am sa), Naraharisuri’s Exposition o f  Rasa (Rasanirupana), Dharmadatta’s work (its title 
is unknown), and the authors (whose names are not even known) cited in VV, Avaloka, Ekavali.

121. ND (four mss.); SP (three); ABh (possibly just two, with seven fragmentary parts); VK 
(only partly preserved); ABh in many places is deeply corrupt; NS mss. in their profusion and 

disagreement defy synthesis.
122. SP, ABh, and ND are prominent instances.
123. Anandavardhana wrote on Buddhist logic, Abhinavagupta on Shaiva theology, as did 

Bhoja in addition to his work on yoga philosophy; Hemachandra on epistemology, logic, and 

yoga; Ramachandra on logic; Mallinatha on logic and Mimamsa; Rajacudamani Dikshita on 

a wide variety o f systems.
124. There is little doubt that Vijnanavadins participated in rasa discourse; see ABh 1.274.6, 

and ABh 1.37.21, below (four positions on aesthetic experience belonging apparently to Bud

dhists, logicians, Prabhakara Mimamsakas, and Vedantins).

125. SP p. 374.
126. For Jagannatha’s affiliation to Pustimarg Vaishnavism see Pollock 2001a: 409.

127. There is an apparent misrepresentation in the case o f Bhatta Nayaka’s core idea o f 
the four “mental planes” o f reader response; see ABh 1. 271.4, DhAL p. 183.3 (Mallinatha on
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Ekavali p. 96 also misunderstands). DR 4.43 and Dhanika ad loc., below, offer the correct 

analysis.
128. Jayaratha on AS p. 12. Ruyyaka’s own father, Tilaka, shows a less committed attitude 

toward chronology, indifferent as he is to the fact that Udbhata could have known noth
ing o f a theory o f implicature in aesthetics formulated at least a half-century after he lived 

(on KASS 4.2).
129. Elsewhere Jagannatha does show some interest in historical distinctions (Tubb and 

Bronner 2008: 623-24).
130. Hemachandra, his students Ramachandra and Gunachandra, and an anonymous com

mentator on a lost treatise on rhetoric (KLV) knew the ABh, but none o f their works circulated 
outside o f Gujarat. A commentator on DhAL (Krishnamoorthy 1988) may represent a fifth 

case, but his time and place are unknown. I have been unable to confirm Kavi’s claims about 
an ABh “epitome” by Purnasarasvati (c. 1400) and two other echoes (NS, ed. Kavi 1926:10).

131. See e.g., ABh 1.36.21; 37.11,18, 24; 173.15.
132. Note that anuvyavasaya is not used in the DhAL at all; in Abhinava’s philosophical writ

ings it has the sense familiar from epistemology (see, e.g., IPVV v. 1, p. 39).
133. Though see SD 5.5 (p. 271 ed. NSP), and Pollock 2012: 248-49.
134. Of a piece with this oversight is Jayaratha’s assessment o f Bhatta Nayaka; see n. 128 

above.
135. See ABh 1.275.6 (sam anya in NS 1.342 has an unrelated meaning), 1.270. Similarly Dhan

ika (on DR 4.2, see n. 100 there).

136. Pollock 2006.
137. Pollock 1998a: 141 (citing also Eagleton 1990). More generally, literary fiction is cur

rently being studied for its contribution to Theory o f Mind (identifying and understanding 

others’ mental states); see for example Kidd and Castano 2013.
138. Narayana Rao et al. 1992. His “ logicization” o f rasa’s intellectual history leads to nu

merous errors: there is no evidence Bhatta Lollata was aware o f the application o f rasa 
theory to narrative poetry (KD p. 140); nowhere in our extant materials does Shri Shankuka 
ascribe the “relishing o f rasa” to the audience (p. 145, the very phrase carvyam ano rasah is 

Abhinavagupta’s); “the notion that rasa is ‘revealed’ in the audience’s self” is not the Anandavar- 
dhana doctrine o f “manifestation” against which Bhatta Nayaka argued—he saw that doc

trine as pertaining to a verbal process, not the psychological one Abhinava later proffered 

in its stead (p. 146).
139.1 am thinking o f Rasacandrika o f Vishveshvara (c. 1700) and Rasam im am sa o f Ganga- 

rama Jade (c. 1800). The Rasam aharnava o f the celebrated logician Gokulanatha Upadhyaya 
(c. 1700) has in fact to do not with rasa at all but rather with dhvani.

140. Venidatta’s R asakaustubha (c. 1700) is a good example o f poetry without analysis, 
despite the intellectual brilliance Venidatta shows in his commentary on Bhanu himself 
(RT, ed. Pollock 2009: xl). The same is even truer o f Vishveshvara, and to some extent, Ganga- 

rama; see ibid. pp. xxxix-xl.
141. Ollett 2012; Behl 2012; Busch 2014.
142. From the portions available to me, the Rasasindhu o f Paundarika Ramesvara (post- 

Bhanudatta, probably seventeenth century, pace Gode 1934), for example, seems like a primer 
for an elementary rasa exam—which may be exactly what it was.

143. RT 6.1; DhA pp. 24-26, for example.
144. parsadaprasiddhi.
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145. RG p. 56, below.
146. See for example Narayana Rao and Shulman 2013: 70. Note that the Naisadhiyacarita  

itself is adduced by Vidyadhara in his discussion o f the “erotic thwarted” (see Ekdvali p. 104), 
and read by commentators on the poem accordingly (see, e.g., Narayana on 18.3). The rise o f the 

phenomenally popular nayikabheda genre in Brajbhasha and other languages—where poets 
read rasa theory and wrote along its lines—offers even more persuasive counterevidence.

147. Although little studied, plays in Sanskrit continued to be written and performed at 
royal courts in both north and south India well into the seventeenth century.

148. Hume cited in Cohen 2004:168.
149. Paramananda Cakravartin, on KP p. 793, below.

150. Gadamer 2004: 35. *•
151. Danto 1981: 96.

152. Korsmeyer 2001; 2008:128-29.
153. ABh 1.283, below.
154. Gadamer 2004:31 (I thank A. Ollett for the reference).
155. Specific questions could o f course provoke disagreement. There were continued de

bates about the principal rasa o f a literary work, even in the case o f the Ram ayana (see Bhatta 

Nrisimha p. 223.1, below).
156. “Of the Standard o f Taste”; “Of the Delicacy o f Taste and Passion.”

157. ABh 1.36, below.
158. Additional material is offered in Pollock 2001c.
159. Bourdieu 1984, in particular p. 6. The more overtly Marxist work o f Della Volpe (1991) 

is curiously uncritical o f taste itself as a social category.

160. Wellek 1974 (1942): 57.
161. Wimsatt and Beardsley 1949: 48,44.

162. This was true o f Beardsley himself (his description o f aesthetic experience could have 

been written by Abhinava, 1981: lxii).
163. See for example Thrailkill 2007 (the novel); Robinson 2005 (music); Clough and Halley 

2007 (the social); Plamper 2010 (the history o f emotions); Rosenwein 2005 (emotion in his

tory); Leys 2011 (new cognitive theories).

1. THE FOUNDATIONAL TEXT, C. 300, AND EARLY THEORISTS, 650-1025

1. P 4.3.110; Kalidasa, Malavikagnimitra, Act 1, v. 15+.
2. RG pp. 34-35, below.
3. Shrinivasan 1980.

4. The first mention in the scholarly tradition outside the NS is in the early ninth cen
tury with Udbhata (4.4; possibly an interpolation, see n. 131 below). Dhanika (on DR 4.35) 

observes that the NS does not mention it. (For early references outside alankarsastra, see 
Raghvan 1975: 24.)

5. ABh 1.333.

6. Krishnamoorthy 1968: 45.

7. NS 6.51, p. 308.
8. NS 1.342 (compare n. 46 below on the use o f abhivyakti).
9. NS 1.282.
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