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There is a widespread belief in Hinduism that Vyasa, the alleged editor of the
Vedas and author of the Mahabharata, is identical with Badarayana, the author
of the Brahma-siitra. The identification of these two mythic characters, howev-
er, originated between 800-980 CE, after the likes of Sankara, Padmapada, and
Bhaskara, but before Vacaspati Misra, Prakasatman, Sarvajiiatman, and Yamuna.
The purpose of this paper is to understand how and why such identification took
place. The argument developed here is that the Badarayana-Vyasa identity was
invented by the author of or community behind the Bhdgavata Purana as part of
a complex of self-representation strategies. The Bhagavata intentionally makes
itself a work of Vedanta, indeed the Brahma-siitra itself, over which it builds a
new soteriology that is centered on the idea of bhakti. Two factors in particular
stand out in light of the Bhdgavata’s Vedantic background: Vyasa’s paradigmatic
character as the preserver of old dharma and the innovator, visionary, of new
soteriologies; and the image of Vyasa’s son Suka as the model ascetic and ideal
candidate for the new soteriological vision, through whom the Bhagavata com-
munity chose to represent itself.

There is a commonly accepted belief in Hinduism that Vyasa, the alleged editor of the Vedas
and author of the Mahabharata, is also the author of the Brahma-sitra (BS). This belief
hardly needs substantiating: it would be sufficient to look at the fine translation of Sankara’s
Brahma-sitra-bhasya produced by Swami Gambhirananda of the Advaita Ashrama, who
customarily renders Sankara’s dcarya and sitrakara with “the teacher (Vyasa)” and “the
aphorist (Vyasa),”! or to consult some of the hagiographical material on Sankara, who is said
to have met Vyasa, the author of the Brahma-siitra, at the Badarikasrama on the Himalaya.?
One may illustrate this belief with the title of Bharatitirtha’s (fourteenth-century) Vaiyasika-
nyaya-mala “Garland of Vyasa’s Topics,” a versified restatement of the BS in the tradition
of Advaita Vedanta.? As Bharatitirtha says in his auto-commentary, the garland of topics that
ascertain the meaning of the Upanisadic statements, i.e., the BS itself, was composed by
Vyasa and is, therefore, Vyasa’s.* This belief, however, has a roughly determinate birthday

Author’s note: 1 am thankful to the Macmillan Center for International and Area Studies, Yale University, and the
Yale Library System, without whose institutional support the research that resulted in this paper would not have
been possible. I am also thankful to the three anonymous reviewers and the sectional editor of the Journal, Stephanie
Jamison, for their most useful comments that improved the final version of the paper. Two individuals have greatly
helped me in this undertaking: the sharp eye and intellect of Phyllis Granoff saved me from many blunders; Chris-
tophe Vielle with his intimate knowledge of Kerala clarified what I was only hazily aware of and made it possible
for me to write the final section. I am most thankful to both.

1. See Gambhirananda 1965: 45, 272, 335, 433, 550, 645, 664, 883.

2. See, for instance, Mahadevan 1968: chap. II.

3. On this work see Clooney 2020.

4. vyasenokta vaiyasiki; vedanta-vakyartha-nirnayakany adhikaranani nyayah; tesam anukramena grantham
mala. Comment on verse 1 (Pandit 1891). Punctuation mine, for clarity. Throughout, the quoted or referenced edi-
tion of a Sanskrit work listed in the bibliography is mentioned only on the first quote or reference.
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or, like most things in Indian intellectual history, a couple of birth centuries. In the oldest
preserved commentaries on the BS, all written probably in the eighth century CE, the author
of the BS is most commonly called the sitrakara and identified with Badarayana, one of
the several authorities cited in the work. This changes at the end of the tenth century, when
four Vedantins of great importance all maintain that Vyasa wrote the BS and that Vyasa was
Badarayana. The purpose of this paper, then, is to tackle the questions “why this change?”
and “why this identity?”

I want to emphasize at the outset that my question here does not concern the actual
authorship of the BS or its composition history, which are still very much open issues in the
study of Vedanta—inextricably related to the question of the unity or otherwise of the two
Mimarsas—and tend to raise Indological dust in occasional spouts.® The question that I
wish to address, simply, is not one of composition, but of reception history.

My argument here will be that in all likelihood the Badarayana-Vyasa identity was
invented by the author of or community behind the Bhagavata Purana as part of a complex
of self-representation strategies. The Bhagavata intentionally makes itself a work of Vedanta,
indeed the BS itself, over which it builds a new soteriology that is centered on the idea of
bhakti. Two factors in particular stand out in light of the Bhdagavata’s Vedantic background:
Vyasa’s paradigmatic character as the preserver of old dharma and the innovator, visionary,
of new soteriologies; and the image of Vyasa’s son Suka as the model ascetic and ideal can-
didate for the new soteriological vision, through whom the Bhagavata community chose to
represent itself.

Before I develop the argument, though, I want to give its synopsis and briefly explain the
title of the paper. I begin with a statement of the problem in light of the available textual evi-
dence—how there occurs a break in the attribution of the BS authorship between the eighth
and the tenth centuries—and then briefly review prominent scholarly attempts to solve it, all
of which are found to be unsatisfactory. I propose, next, that understanding the reason for
Badarayana’s becoming Vyasa is predicated on understanding Vyasa’s character in the Hindu
imaginaire. I move, next, to the Bhdgavata Purana strategies of self-representation, in which
its claims to Vedantic pedigree are contextualized. Two Bhdgavata ideas prove significant for
the problem. They are naiskarmya and paramahamsya, both thoroughly ascetic ideals in the
Bhagavata worldview. I consider these in some detail to argue that the Bhagavata overlays
bhakti on a soteriology which is that of Advaita Vedanta in the strong sense of the term, that
of Sankara and Suresvara, in which light the subsumption of Badarayana under the character
of Vyasa makes sense. After briefly considering issues such as the presence of Badarayana
in the wider Puranic literature and the date of the Bhdgavata, I finish the paper with an illus-
tration of the circumstances in which Advaita Vedantins and Bhagavata Vaisnavas would
have been in the kind of proximity that would be required for the Bhdgavata soteriology to
develop and Badarayana to become Vyasa.

Right at the last juncture when Vedantins still paid homage to Badarayana as the author of
the BS, they began describing him as the sun that opens the lotus of the mind, in Bhaskara’s
words, or of scripture, in Padmapada’s. Our Vedantins were clearly playing on the kavya
image of the sun who is the lover of the lotus that blooms at sunrise, such that Badarayana’s
“dawn” through his Brahma-siitra makes our understanding bloom and opens the secrets
of scripture. But then, when Badarayana becomes Vyasa, he acquires a new dimension
in his solar identity: he is Krsna, the “black” Dvaipayana, who also goes by the name of
Apantaratamas, “he who removes inner darkness.” He becomes the black sun that removes

5. On the latest resurgence of this issue, the reader may wish to consult Bronkhorst 2007; Aklujkar 2011.
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inner darkness. As Prakasatman the next mangaldcarana author notes, the black sun is like
no other. When it is hot and bright it illumines the formless sky with its thousands of rays—it
depicts the formless Brahman by means of the words of sruti—yet by being black it is capa-
ble of destroying inner darkness. To extend the poetic image, then, the black sun is able to
court the lotus even when the lotus is closed; to enter, as the Chandogya Up. (8.1.1) describes
it, the daharam pundarikam vesma, the small lotus dwelling, the inner space that is the heart.

THE PROBLEM: BADARAYANA BECOMES VYASA

The scholarly impression that in Sankara’s opinion Badarayana and Vyasa were not iden-
tical has been around since the early nineteenth century and Windischmann’s Latin work
Sancara: Sive de theologumenis vedanticorum. However, the first to weigh most of the evi-
dence and formally make the case was Kashinath Trimbak Telang in 1885, in a paper entitled
“A Note on Badarayana, the Author of the Brahma Siitras.” The issue has been picked up
several times since, but not much more of substance—concerning specifically the question
of Sankara’s opinion on the authorship—has been added.® Let us go briefly through the
evidence.

Sankara (ca. 700—750 CE),” whose Brahma-siitra-bhasya (BSBh) is the oldest preserved
BS commentary, never describes Vyasa, the sage of Mahabharata fame, as the BS author.
Throughout the BSBh, for Sankara the author is simply “the venerable aphorist,” if one may
translate bhagavan siitrakara in those terms, or even more generally “the teacher” (acarya).®
Still, in the introduction to the last siitra, Sankara puts a name to the sitrakara title: it is
the venerable teacher Badarayana.” To this core several important elements can be added.
First, in BSBh 3.3.32 Sankara mentions the rebirth of the “Vedic teacher and Puranic seer”
Apantaratamas as Krsnadvaipayana at the juncture point between the Dvapara and Kali
ages.!'% He does not identify this Krsnadvaipayana, the Vyasa of the Mahabharata, with
Badarayana or the sitrakara, as one might expect he would while commenting precisely
on his work. Second, when Sankara does talk about Vyasa, he generally describes him as a
Sista, a member of a select group of smyrti text authors, and commonly mentions him along
with Manu as the other paragon of this group.!' And third, not only in the BSBh but through-
out his authentic works, Sankara never mixes up Vyasa with Badarayana. Sengaku Mayeda
(1965: 186—87) has used this observation as one of the criteria by which to adjudicate the
authenticity of Sankara’s works: if Badarayana or the sitrakara is called Vyasa, a work
attributed to Sarnkara is likely not his.

6. Telang refers to Albrecht Weber’s The History of Indian Literature, in which Weber is not sure if Vyasa of
the Sasnkara-vijaya (attributed to Anandagiri)—described as the father of Suka, who is the teacher of Gaudapada,
the teacher of Govinda—should be identified with Vyasa Badarayana, “though this appears to me at least very prob-
able” (p. 243). Weber, further, refers to Friedrich Heinrich Hugo Windischmann’s opinion that Krsnadvaipayana of
the Mahabharata and Vyasa Badarayana, the author of the BS, must have been different in Sankara’s eyes. See also
Mirashi 1923; Subramanya Sastri 1946; and Sankaranarayanan 2003, as well as Kane’s History of Dharmasastra
V.2: 1165-78.

7. The literature on Sankara’s date is extensive; see Uskokov 2018b for an overview.

8. BSBh 1.1.2, 23, 24; 1.3.19; 2.1.1, 14; 2.2.11, 37; 3.3.44, 57 (N. Sastri 1890-91).

9. uttaram bhagavan badarayana acaryah pathati — anavrttih sabdad anavrttih sabdat. “Thus, the teacher,
venerable Badarayana, replies, ‘no return, because [that is what] the word [says]’.” This means that sitra 4.4.22
expresses Badarayana’s opinion, although the text does not identify it as such.

10. The story of Apantaratamas, also called Sarasvata, is narrated in the Santi-parvan (chapter 337) of the
Mahabharata. For a translation see Sullivan 1999: 120-23. All references to the MBh in this article are to the Criti-
cal Edition.

11. BSBh 1.3.29, 2.1.12, 2.3.47, 3.1.14.
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Two other Vedantins temporally proximate to Sankara were similarly innocent of the
Vyasa-Badarayana identity. Sankara’s immediate student Padmapada in margalacarana 2 of
his Paricapadika (Bhagavatacharya 1891) on the BSBh pays respect to the BS author:

namah Sruti-Sirah-padma-sanda-martanda-mirtaye |

badarayana-samjiiaya munaye sama-vesmane ||

Homage to the sage bearing the name Badarayana, an abode of tranquility and an embodiment
of the sun for the cluster of lotuses that constitute the summit of scripture.

Vyasa himself is never mentioned in the Paricapadika.

Sankara’s fierce critic Bhaskara, 2 like his famous predecessor, associates the last sitra,
and eo ipso the whole work, with Badarayana.!3 He throws in a margalacarana—the first
of two—for good measure, intending not only to praise Badarayana but also to put in a good
word for himself:

Jjanma-bandha-vinivrtti-karanam brahma-sitram idam udbabhau yatah |
Srotr-citta-kamalaika-bhaskaram badarayanam rsirm namami tam ||

I bow down to that seer Badarayana, the one and only sun (Bhaskara) for the lotus of the mind
of the listener, from whom this Brahma-siitra that is the cause of cessation of bondage through
rebirth had arisen.

Marngaldcaranas thenceforth become the place to salute the BS author, but once we
approach the second half of the tenth century, this author becomes explicitly Vyasa. And it
is not small-timers, but three of the greatest Advaitins that make the connection. Let us cite
their mangalacaranas, some of which contain poetic merit as well. Vacaspati Misra toward
the end of the millennium!# pays the following respect in his Bhamati (marigalacarana 5):

brahma-sitra-krte tasmai vyasayapara-vedhase |

Jjhiana-sakty-avataraya namo bhagavato hareh ||

Homage to Vyasa, the other creator, the author of the Brahma-siitra, the incarnation of the cogni-
tive power of Lord Hari. '3

Vacaspati is famous for one of the two dominant post-Sankara streams of Advaita Vedanta,
the “Bhamati school.” However, whichever of the two was philosophically correct—he or
Prakasatman, 16 whose Vivarana on Padmapada’s Paficapadika started the other major stream,
the “Vivarana school”—surely the second would win out with the following praharsini, were
we to measure the beauty of their homage to Vyasa:

Syamo ‘pi Sruti-kamalavabodha-ragah santah san nayati tamo vinasam antah |

niripam prathayati yo ‘pi go-sahasrais tam vydasam namata jagaty apirva-bhanum ||

Bow down you all to that Vyasa, the unprecedented sun in the world, black though he is yet hot
enough for the blooming of the lotus of the Vedas. Being calm, he destroys the inner darkness,

12. On Bhaskara’s date see Kato 2011: xxiv—xxv. Bhaskara was most likely Sankara’s younger contemporary.

13. iti matvaha bhagavan badarayana — anavrttih sabdad anavrttih sabdat “Thinking thus, the venerable
Badarayana says, ‘no return, because [that is what] the word [says]’” (Kato 2011).

14. On Vacaspati’s date see Acharya 2006: xviii—xxii. Briefly, Vacaspati mentions 898 as the year when he
completed his Nyaya-siici-nibandhana, without specifying if it was a Saka or a Vikrama year. It was previously
thought that it was the second, corresponding to 841-842 CE, but Acharya shows that the first works better. That
would place the Nyaya-siici-nibandhana around 976 CE, and since Bhamati was Vacaspati’s last work, following the
Sankhya-tattva-kaumudr and the Tattva-vaisaradi, it would have been written probably after 980 CE, perhaps even
closer to the turn of the millennium.

15. Sastri and Sastracarya 1938. T will address Vyasa’s being “the other creator” later in the text.

16. Karl Potter (2006: 405) dates Prakasatman to 1000 CE. The most extensive discussion on this point is by
Klaus Cammann (1965: 4-8). The important lesson there is that Prakasatman predates both Yamuna and Ramanuja.
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and he also depicts the formless by means of thousands of words, as the sun makes manifest the
sky with his thousands of rays.!”

The blooming of the lotus of the Veda is an allusion to Vyasa’s dividing the one Veda in four,
as we shall discuss shortly, and the destruction of inner darkness plays on Vyasa’s name
Apantaratamas. Prakasatman does not explicitly say that Vyasa is the author, but he does not
have to. His homage is a beautiful rehash of Padmapada’s verse: homage to him who embod-
ies both tranquility and the heat of the sun, and who makes the lotus of the Veda blossom. In
the beautification process, the name had also changed.

And then there is Sarvajfiatman, '8 whose authority in the history of Advaita was second
only to that of Sankara and Sure$vara:

vag-vistara yasya brhat-taranga vela-tatarm vastuni tattva-bodhah |

ratnani tarka-prasara-prakarah punatv asau vyasa-payo-nidhir nah || 6 ||

May the sage Vyasa, who is like the ocean, purify us. He, whose extensive speeches are the high
waves, whose true knowledge of Reality is the shore, and whose modes of the application of
reasoning are the gems. 1

While here nothing explicitly relates Badarayana to Vyasa, the placement of the verse is sug-
gestive, as it is part of the same homage sequence that second-order commentators follow,
after paying respect to their ista-devata: (1) to the author, (2) to the commentator, (3) to their
own preceptor. Following this logic, Madhustidana Sarasvati notes that the verse is addressed
to the siitrakara, the first teacher.?0 I take this, therefore, as a testament of Sarvajfiatman’s
conviction that Vyasa wrote the BS.

A fourth roughly contemporary intellectual of great importance, Yamuna, the precursor of
the Srivaisnava Visistadvaita, also thought that Badarayana and Krsnadvaipayana were iden-
tical.2! In his Agama-pramanya, where he defends the authority of the Paficaratra system,
Yamuna tackles the following objection: if Paficaratra were authoritative, it would not
have been refuted by the venerable Badarayana. The reference here is BS 2.2.42—45, which
in Sankara’s commentary is a section where the sitrakara refutes Bhagavata/Paficaratra.
Yamuna, however, claims that the section is not a refutation of Paficaratra: kathari hi
bhagavan dvaipayanah sakala-lokadarsa-bhiita-parama-bhagavato bhagavatam sastram
nirasyatity utpreksyate. “For, how could one imagine that the blessed Dvaipayana, who was
a supreme Bhagavata (= a follower of Paficaratra) himself and a model for the whole world,
would reject the Bhagavata doctrine?”” (Narasimhachary 1976: 106).

Yamuna proceeds to quote extensively from the Mahabharata verses that approve of
Paicaratra, before reaffirming his rhetorical question (p. 109):

17. Bhagavatacharya 1892: mangaldcarana 4.

18. Sarvajfiatman’s date for the moment can be set at the end of the tenth century. I will discuss this in more
detail toward the conclusion of the paper.

19. Translation and text Veezhinathan 1972: 4.

20. atah param sutra-bhasyakara-vartikakaran guru-pirva-kramena piijayati tribhih. tatra ratnakara-ripakena
bhagavantar vyasan vispv-avataram sitrakaram prathama-gurum stauti. Sara-sangraha on Sanksepa-sariraka 1.6
(Bhau Sastri 1924).

21. The traditional dates of Yamuna are 918-1038 CE (see, for instance, Narasimhachary 1998: 12), but that
seems too early. If we accept John Carman’s (1974: 27, 44-46) dates for Ramanuja as 1077-1157 and trust the
hagiographies that Yamuna’s and Ramanuja’s lives intersected for some two decades, then Yamuna was active in
the eleventh century. Neevel (1977: 14-16) is inclined to trust the traditional date of Yamuna’s death, but proposes
that he “flourished as a major figure for a relatively brief period sometime between 1022 and 1038.” In either case,
both he and Ramanuja would have been later than Vacaspati, Prakasatman, and Sarvajfiatman.
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vedanta-sara-sarvasvam atmiyam paramam matam |

paiicardtram nirakuryat katham dvaipayanah svayam ||

How could Dvaipayana himself refute Paficaratra, his own supreme doctrine, in its entirety con-
sisting of the essence of the Upanisads?

Yamuna’s statement is transparent: Badarayana would not repudiate Paficaratra, because he
was Krsnadvaipayana, its advocate. Ramanuja makes the same argument in his Sribhasya,
perhaps just a tad more explicitly—how could the sitrakara Badarayana, having praised
Paficaratra in the Mahabharata, argue against it in the BS22—and he also supplies a
mangaldcarana to Vyasa (verse 2) with distinct poetic merit:

parasarya-vacah-sudham upanisad-dugdhabdhi-madhyoddhrtam
samsaragni-vidipana-vyapagata-pranatma-saijivanim

purvacarya-suraksitam bahu-mati-vyaghata-dira-sthitam

anitam tu nijaksaraih sumanaso bhaumah pibantv anvaham ||

May the gods on earth (i.e., Brahmins) drink daily the nectar of Vyasa’s words, extracted from
the midst of the milk ocean of the Upanisads, which is the herb that brings back the life taken
away by the burning of the fire of transmigration, is well preserved by the former teachers, was
far because of many contradicting interpretations, but is now brought near by means of our own
words.

In this interval between Padmapada and Bhaskara on the one hand and Vacaspati Misra,
Prakasatman, Sarvajiatman, and Yamuna on the other, or sometime between 750-800 CE
and 980 CE, a change had happened. Vedantins had started believing that Badarayana, who
was traditionally considered the author of the BS, was, in fact, Vyasa, who composed the
Mahabharata and edited the Vedas. From this point on the Badarayana-Vyasa identity would
be taken for granted, and we will soon see that a background story of Vyasa composing the
BS would emerge in the commentaries of Madhva and others.

SCHOLARLY ATTEMPTS AT A SOLUTION

There have been several attempts to explain this change or to otherwise address it. To
begin with, Abhayakumar Guha (1921: 5-6) argued that in Sankara’s time it must have been
transparent that Badarayana was Vyasa, for which reason there was no need to be explicit
about it. But this raises two obvious questions. First, if the identity was well known, why is
it not attested anywhere? Second, why is it that major Vedantins around the same time found
it necessary to assert this identity at the very beginning of their works or, in Yamuna’s case,
in what is meant to be a knockdown argument? Was the identity being forgotten? In any case,
the weight of the presented evidence is stronger than mere silence: at this period Vyasa is
exclusively associated with his smrti, the Mahabharata.

A little more intriguing is the argument that there is an early piece of evidence for the
belief that Vyasa was the author of the BS. In his Astadhyayr Panini mentions a group called
“Parasarins,” whose name is derived from their studying a so-called Bhiksu-sitra that was
expounded by Parasarya.?? The name “Parasarya” is Vyasa’s patronymic, but it is also just
a gotra or a family name. From this, some have assumed that this Bhiksu-sitra of Parasarya

22. S‘ribha'sya 2.2.42 (Karmarkar 1959-64).

23. Astadhyayr 4.3.110: pardsarya-silalibhyam bhiksu-nata-sitrayoh. “The taddhita affix Ninl occurs after
syntactically related nominal stems pardsarya and Silalin when they end in instrumental and derivates signify the
residual meaning of ‘expounded by him’, relative to bhiksusiitra and natasiitra, respectively.” Tr. Sharma 1999: 320.
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must have been another name for the BS.?* By extension, if Panini considered Vyasa to have
been the author of the BS, then perhaps this was also transparent to Sankara and others such
that it was not necessary to state it explicitly (Guha 1921: 15). The most obvious problem
with this argument is that it is not apparent what this Bhiksu-sitra was. Panini (4stadhyayt
4.3.111), in fact, mentions a second Bhiksu-siitra studied by the followers of a certain Kar-
manda. It is reasonable to suppose with Patrick Olivelle that these were works regulating
the life of renouncers, bits of which were absorbed into the extant Dharmasastras, which
frequently quote from unnamed sources. >

In fact, the idea that the Parasarya Bhiksu-siitra is the BS seems to have originated with
the great seventeenth-century grammarian Bhattoji Diksita and the commentarial tradition
on his Siddhanta-kaumudi (SK). Bhattoji explicitly asserts this identity, and his commenta-
tors provide justification: the BS is conducive to mendicancy; he who had understood it
becomes Brahman, disillusioned with ritual through omniscience, and therefore a mendicant;
Parasarya is not merely a gotra name: it is Vyasa himself.2¢ This is a thoroughly Advaita
Vedanta belief, and since it is not found in the earlier commentaries on the Astadhyayr, we
don’t need to argue why the BS, although intentionally esoteric, did not expect its students
to have been mendicants or even more generally renouncers.?’

Then there is Hajime Nakamura’s thesis (1983: 405) that it is easy to appreciate how the
author of the BS came to be regarded as identical with Vyasa: the term vydsa means a “com-
piler,” and so it should be understood in that general sense, a synonym of “author” as it were:
just as a vyasa is credited with compiling the Vedas and the Mahabharata, likewise a vydsa
would have compiled the BS. But this is as misinformed as it is naive. Vydsa does not mean
a “compiler,” but rather a “divider,” and the name is intimately associated with the account
of Vyasa’s dividing the one Veda in four.

The most recent attempt at explaining this change was that of S. Sankaranarayanan (2003),
who argued that Vedantins must have felt at a disadvantage to their Buddhist, Sankhya,
Vaisesika, and other peers and competitors, all of which had claims to the omniscience of
their system founders. “[Badarayana’s] disputations with the said three rival philosophers,

24. Agrawala 1953: 338; also, Kane 1962: 1169. Kane proposes another possibility, that it was an early Sankhya
sitra by Paiicasikha, who is described as a “Parasarya” by family name in the Mahabharata (12.308.24). Bhattacha-
rya 1983 rightfully rejects this possibility.

25. Olivelle 1977: 22; similarly Bhattacharya 1983: 75-76; Sankaranarayanan 2003: 100-101.

26. Bhattoji’s Praudha-manoramd auto-commentary on the SK 1490: bhiksu-siatram iti. catur-laksani-ripam
(S. Sastri 1992); Vasudeva Diksita’s Bala-manorama on SK 1489: bhiksavah sanyasinah; tad-adhikarikam
satram bhiksu-sitram vyasa-pranitam prasiddham (Chandrasekhara Sastrigal 1910-11); Jianendra Sarasvati’s
Tattva-bodhint on SK 1490: bhiksu-sitram iti, catur-laksani-rilpam. parasarina iti, parasaryo vyasah (Pansikar
1908); Nagesa Bhatta’s Brhac-chabdendu-sekhara on SK 1490: bhiksu-sitram—catur-laksani-riipam bhiksutva-
sampadakariv sitram ity arthah. taj-jiiane hi brahma-ripatvena sarva-jiianat karmasv anadarena bhiksutva-
sampattir ity Ghuh (S. Sastri 1960). That these are the sources is clear from T. M. P. Mahadevan (1975: 69), one of
the most prominent advocates of the “Bhiksu-sitra is the BS” idea, who says without much elaboration: “This work
[the BS] has other names also: . . . Bhiksusiitra, because those who are competent to study it are the sannyasins.” I
am thankful to Victor D’ Avella for providing me with the sources listed here and helping me navigate the Siddhanta-
kaumudr universe.

27. No such views about the Parasarya Bhiksu-sitra are found in the Kasika-vrtti of Jayaditya and Vamana,
and its sub-commentaries the Nyasa of Jinendrabuddhi and the Pada-marijari of Haradatta, which are the earliest
available commentaries on this section of the Astadhyayi. I have read claims that Vacaspati considered the Bhiksu-
sutra of Parasarya to have been Badarayana’s Brahma-sitra (Max Miiller 1899: 154; Guha 1921: 16). No references
for this claim are provided, and no such statement is found in the Bhamatr. It seems to me this view is a conjecture
from Vacaspati’s mangaldcarana.
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the sarvajiia-s, was a fight between unequals” (2003: 110-11). Making the omniscient Vyasa
the teacher of Vedanta would have somewhat leveled the field.

This argument is a bit mystifying, since Vedantins in their disagreements with Sankhyas,
Buddhists, etc. generally did precisely the opposite: they joined forces with Mimarhsakas
in rejecting personal omniscience in favor of the impersonal authority (apauruseyatva) of
the Vedas and the derivative authority of the smyti corpus.?® Besides, while the epistemic
validity of omniscience was a common topic of debate between philosophers across sectar-
ian lines, arguments from scripture or omniscient authorities were always confined to the
boundaries of doctrinal communities.

Lastly, there is V. V. Mirashi’s argument (1923) that post-Sankara Vedantins “lacked all
critical spirit” and were all but duped by Paficaratrins, who wanted to increase the prestige of
their own system and did what Purana authors had been doing all along: attribute the work to
Vyasa, who approves of Paficaratra in the Mahabharata, so as to secure the authority of their
own system. Mirashi does not attribute this move to Yamuna, but it would have been exactly
his kind of argument that made the Badarayana/Vyasa identity possible. While Mirashi’s
account is somewhat crude, it is with him that we come in the vicinity of what might have
actually happened, since the paradigmatic role of Vyasa and his cultural character become
the venue for the search of understanding.

THE CHARACTER OF VYASA IN THE HINDU IMAGINAIRE

With that, it becomes important to introduce the character of Vyasa in a little more detail
and see why it would have been appealing to Vedantins to identify him with Badarayana. I
will rely here on Bruce Sullivan’s very informative and insightful 1999 study, Seer of the
Fifth Veda, which sheds important light on Vyasa’s role as “the most authoritative spokesman
for Hinduism” and “the original teacher of its sacred literature” (p. 1). In the Mahabharata
and the Puranas, Vyasa is the alleged editor of the Vedas and the author of the Mahabharata.
He is commonly depicted as dividing an original single Veda into four, facilitating the easier
memorization and understanding by men whose intelligence is failing due to the corrupting
power of time, and then writing the Mahabharata as the fifth for the good of those who are
ineligible for Vedic study: women and the lower classes. He teaches these Vedas to five of
his students. In the Mahabharata they are Paila, Jaimini, VaiSampayana, Sumantu, and his
own son Suka, whereas in the Puranas Suka is replaced by one Romaharsana (Sullivan 1999:
29-31, 5-8). Vyasa is, additionally, an office with a title, “the arranger,” discharged by a dif-
ferent person in each age of a Manu, which suggests a continual need of preservation.

This preservation function is reflected in the later BS commentarial tradition that follows
Madhva’s line, which depicts a story “from the Skanda Purana” where Vyasa at the end of
the Dvapara age rescues the Veda from oblivion—it was forgotten by the gods, who had
been cursed by the sage Gautama—before dividing it and starting the lineages of its trans-
mission, as he commonly does. But even after that, many had misunderstood the Vedas and
preached false doctrines in their name, and so Vyasa had to write the BS in order to restore
their meaning yet again.?® A similar story is narrated in the Mahabharata itself (IX.50). The

28. As would be obvious from reading the post-Sankara commentaries on BS 2.1-2.

29. This story is not in the Motilal Banarsidass translation of the Skanda Purana, and on the authority of Roque
Mesquita (2008: 262—63, 285-86) it is not in the oldest preserved text of a Skanda Purana that dates before the
eighth century either. Mesquita notes with respect to Madhva’s Skanda Purana quotations: “Since they are inti-
mately related to the peculiar teachings of Madhva it is to be assumed that Madhva himself is their author, exactly
like untraceable quotes from other Puranas and Itihasas” (2008: 263). On this phenomenon of untraceable quotes in
Madhva’s work, see Mesquita 2000.
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sage Sarasvata, a Vyasa in a previous age, was the son of Dadhici and the river Sarasvati. He
remained the only one to remember the Vedas after a drought of twelve years, during which
time the seers who knew the Vedas were dispersed and had forgotten them. The seers eventu-
ally became Sarasvata’s students and learned the Vedas from him.

Vyasa is, thus, directly responsible for the preservation and continuation of the Vedas,
but he is also very much a creator in his own right: as Vacaspati said in the mangaldacarana,
“homage to the other creator,” apara-vedhase. While this expression plays on Vyasa’s simi-
larity to Brahma, who intuits the Vedas at the dawn of creation and fashions the world in the
image of their words, such that Vyasa’s rehash of the Vedas is a second creative act,3? in the
strict sense it is the Mahabharata that is Vyasa’s “other creation,” not a division of the one
Veda into four but his own composition, a novel product in which Vyasa does not merely
rearrange the vision of others but is himself the seer (Sullivan 1999: 30). This new Veda
brings the common goods of the old Vedas, but also some goodies of its own, and it does so
precisely by relying on Vyasa’s paradigmatic character. He is the closest approximation of
the Brahmanical ideals of dharma, but he also teaches “new stuff,” such as Sankhya, Yoga,
and Pafcaratra. Through his own creation he makes the soteriological potential of the Vedas
accessible to women and lower-class men (p. 2). Sullivan, therefore, makes the important
point (pp. 114—15) that the depiction of Vyasa in the Mahabharata is used precisely to vali-
date the claim that the Mahabharata is the new Veda. This is essential for Vyasa’s character:
he traverses the space between preservation and innovation, for which reason he is well
suited to authority claims.

Vyasa is an ascetic, but, as Sullivan notes (pp. 34, 43), of a liminal kind. Although
an ascetic, he fathers three children from the wives (and a maidservant) of his brother
Vicitravirya—again, for the continuation of the lineage—and he officiates at Yudhisthira’s
inauguration Rajasiiya and post-war Asvamedha sacrifices. Although he teaches the nivreti
or social disengagement path that leads to liberation, moksa, his own behavior better fits
the pravrtti or engagement path that is appropriate to dharma. Sullivan argues that Vyasa’s
image reflects the character of a vanaprastha, the forest dweller who is close to home but not
quite at home, rather than that of the homeless renunciant, sannydasin.

Particularly instructive is the contrast between the character of Vyasa and that of his son
Suka. Vyasa, as we saw, fathered three sons for Vicitraviyra, but he was not free from the
desire for his own progeny either. On one occasion he pleased Siva with his asceticism and
was granted the boon of a son. The son was Suka, born immaculately when Vyasa spilled his
seed at the sight of a celestial nymph. Thus, although an ascetic, Vyasa is very much involved
in the Vedic religion of householders and sacrifices, based on marriage and progeny, which
are required for lighting up the sacrificial fire. The Mahdabharata explicitly says that he
neither pursued nor attained liberation. This is true for Vyasa’s students as well—except for
Suka, who becomes a true ascetic, avoids marriage, family, and society, and pursues libera-
tion with resolute dedication. 3!

In fact, Suka’s renunciation and liberation cause Vyasa much anguish. Vyasa had become
very attached to his son, and when Suka attains liberation and vanishes from the earth, Siva

Other commentaries that refer to the same story include Baladeva (Vasu 2002: 1-2) and Suka (Hayavadana Rao
1936: 194). Arguably Nimbarka’s follower Srinivasa draws on the same account in the introduction to his Vedanta-
kaustubha, where he says that the supreme Lord Vasudeva in the form of Parasara’s son composed the BS upon
finding that people had been duped by various false views (Bose 2004: 3).

30. See BS 1.3.26-30 and the commentaries thereon; Vyasa’s similarity to Brahma has been well noted by Sul-
livan.

31. Sullivan 1999: 7-8, 40; Mahabharata X11.310-20.



72 Journal of the American Oriental Society 142.1 (2022)

must step in again and give Vyasa the boon of Suka’s shadow-image to keep him company.
Let us note this well, as it will become important shortly: at the loss of his son Vyasa is grief-
stricken and “ashamed at his own lesser attainment” (Sullivan 1999: 40).

ENTER THE BHAGAVATA: VYASA IN A SELF-REPRESENTATION PROJECT

This description of Vyasa’s paradigmatic character assumes great importance in the fram-
ing story of the Bhdagavata Purdana and generally in the book’s self-representation over its
opening and closing sections. The Bhdgavata rehearses the story of Vyasa dividing the one
Veda in four, writing the Mahabharata, and starting the transmission lineages, at the end of
which he remains dissatisfied.3? We get hints about the reasons for his dissatisfaction, and
they converge on Vyasa’s difference from Suka. In a beautiful verse early in the first book
the Bhdagavata directly invokes the Mahabharata image of Vyasa’s grief over his separation
from Suka (BhP 1.2.2):

suta uvaca

yam pravrajantam anupetam apeta-krtyam dvaipayano viraha-katara ajuhava |

putreti tanmayataya taravo "bhinedus tarm sarva-bhiita-hrdayam munim anato "smi ||

Siita said: I pay homage to that sage [Suka], who is the heart of all beings. When he took to
renunciation without even undergoing the rites of passage, his father Vyasa, anguished by the
prospect of separation, cried out “my son!” and the trees, because they identified with him, cried
back.

It is, however, chapter 4 of book 1, leading to Vyasa’s arrangement of the Vedas and the
composition of the Mahabharata, that presents their difference in stark contrast. The narra-
tive picks up the trope of grief as Suka is leaving Vyasa. Suka is a great yogi who looks at
everyone neutrally, without an imposition of conceptual constructs that are associated with
embodiment; in other words, as Sridhara notes, he sees the same Brahman in everyone. Yet
he presents himself as a dullard so as to remain concealed. While roaming naked, he chances
upon bathing nymphs, who do not react to his presence although they too are not dressed.
However, when Vyasa comes after him, the nymphs blush upon seeing him and put their gar-
ments on. Vyasa is surprised and queries their reason, to which they reply: “You discriminate
between male and female, whereas your son does not” (BhP 1.4.4-5). This is a significant
speech act33 that intends to portray the disposition in which Vyasa arranges the Vedas and
writes the Mahabharata: he comes with grief, and there occurs a transfer of the vision of
embodied distinctions, from him to what he arranges and writes.

Similar concerns emerge from Vyasa’s reasons for dividing the one Veda into four. With
his divine vision he is able to perceive that a general decline of everything is coming—
energy, lifespan, intelligence, virtue—and that Vedic sacrificial practice has the power to
make things better. Thus, precisely for the continuation of sacrifice he divides the Veda and
writes the Mahdabharata as a substitute for those who do not have sacrificial license (BhP
1.4.16-20). But having done that, he does not feel right: “Although I am the best of those
who have the luster of the Vedas, the soul in my body feels unaccomplished” (1.4.30). He
also has an inkling why that may be the case: “Is it because I have not explicated the norms
of the Bhdgavata religion, which are dear to Acyuta and to the best renunciants?” (1.4.31).

32. BhP 1.4.14-29 (Shastri 1983).
33. I use the term “speech act” in Quentin Skinner’s (2002) sense, whereby intellectual history, insofar as it is
available in texts, is to be approached as the study of speech acts that are interventions in a preexisting discourse.
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At this moment of Vyasa’s personal crisis, sage Narada comes to his hermitage and iden-
tifies the reason for his dejection as bluntly as one possibly could: Vyasa had done a gross
transgression in the name of dharma by recommending something despicable to people who
are innately sensual. Following his words, they would misunderstand dharma and would
not counter this abomination (1.5.15). But why should Vedic action be censurable? For the
reason that it does not make one happy even when it is disinterested and faultless—indeed,
Vyasa need but consider his own situation—and how much more so when it is “perpetually
unwholesome” (sasvad abhadram), fraught with suffering, and incited by desire as Sridhara
glosses the phrase. Narada, in other words, rebukes Vyasa for his “religion of householders
and sacrifices,” and if there is any doubt what bothers the author(s) of the Bhagavata, we
need but look at one of its opening verses (1.1.2): “Here the highest dharma is presented, the
one that is purged of fraud (projjhita-kaitava).” To take a cue from Sridhara, the one that is
without self-interest.

Narada further confirms Vyasa’s self-diagnosis: the best way to help deluded humanity is
to present the greatness of Vasudeva and narrate his deeds (1.5.8-17). When Narada leaves,
Vyasa sits down to meditate yet again and obtains a new vision, ontological and soteriologi-
cal. He sees in his meditation bhagavan, his power of deception, and the individual soul
that is deceived by it. He also sees distinctly the cure for this deception: it is bhakti-yoga to
bhagavan. Since men do not know the cure, however, for their sake he composes the samhita
(a word denoting the primary Vedic texts) of the satvatas, the adherents of the Bhagavata
religion. The power of this new vision, new knowledge, is to give rise to devotion to Krsna,
and with that to eradicate “grief, illusion, and fear,” no doubt his own grief as much as that
of ignorant humanity (BhP 1.7). Vyasa teaches this sarithita to Suka, and Suka becomes the
main narrator of the Bhdgavata. Vyasa’s prior revelation is thus made old by the new knowl-
edge of the Bhdgavata, but Vyasa himself is also purified of the fault of the old ritualistic
religion that keeps one in grief and transmigration.

We never learn the resolution of the story of Suka’s leaving Vyasa, and that is because
Vyasa’s grief has now become immaterial. Through his new vision Vyasa is now a true
ascetic, like Suka, and can teach Suka as if he had never left. There remains, however, a
residue of tension between the characters of Vyasa and Suka, and precisely this tension con-
stitutes the space that the Bhagavata carves out for itself. The tension’s focal point is well
expressed in the question asked by Wendy Doniger (1993: 39): why is it that the Bhagavata
chose as its narrator the sage Suka while keeping Vyasa in the authorial position? Doniger
rightly argues that it is Vyasa’s humanness that makes him create the Bhagavata: “Vyasa
creates his story because of his compassion for and involvement with inadequate humans.”
His compassion for suffering humanity is directly related to his own grief: he knows suffer-
ing firsthand.

Suka, on the other hand, becomes the Bhdgavata teacher precisely because of his lack
of grief and compassion. As the Bhdgavata says, he had already been following the path
of renunciation, and his interest in the Bhdgavata was simply to do bhakti and absorb his
mind in the qualities of Visnu. Doniger concludes (p. 39): “Suka’s complete detachment and
renunciation is what finally qualifies him to narrate the Bhagavata Purana.” The Bhagavata
community has a message for suffering humanity, and sending such messages is predicated
on commiseration. Yet its value system—the message itself—is predicated on renunciation
and detachment, on one’s already being liberated. While Vyasa remains in this liminal space,
only Suka can teach the message because only he truly embodies it. We will return to this
shortly.
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Narada reaffirms the value of ritual with the provision that it be done solely for the sat-
isfaction of bhagavan (BhP 1.5.32-36). This is necessary if the Bhdgavata should be a con-
tinuation of Vedic dharma. Gupta and Valpey (2017: 9-13) have shown how the Bhagavata
skillfully uses narrative to subvert normative dharma but restore it with bhakti as its firm
ground.

Indeed, the strategies which the Bhagavata uses to present itself as Vedic have been well
documented. Barbara Holdrege (2018) has conveniently grouped them in four categories.
The Bhdgavata intentionally uses elements of the Vedic language that have become archaic
in Classical Sanskrit to send the message—as van Buitenen (1966: 31, 33) put it—"I am not
only orthodox in the Vedic tradition, I even sound like the Veda.” It incorporates Vedic mate-
rial—deities, sages, rituals, and myths—throughout its text. It also does what all Puranas do:
asserting its status as the fifth Veda. Finally, “the Bhagavata goes even further and claims
for itself the consummate status of the Karsna-Veda that is the embodiment of Krsna, the
supreme Godhead, and the concentrated essence (sara) of the entire Brahmanical canon of
sastras” (Holdrege 2018: 21).

Wendy Doniger had additionally shown that, while the Bhagavata situates itself intertex-
tually with respect to the Vedas, “it cares more to establish its link with the Mahabharata.”
Specifically, Doniger argued (1993: 34), the Bhagavata inserts itself within the epic by pro-
jecting its own frame—Suka teaching the dying king Pariksit—into a Mahabharata epi-
sode that is “immediately adjacent to the episode (Janamejaya’s sacrifice) in which the Epic
frames itself.” Indeed, the Mahabharata background is exceptionally important. There is
little doubt to my mind that the Bhdgavata wants to present itself as Vyasa’s new vision, not
only in its content—the soul is deluded by maya, which is under the subjugation of I$vara,
but can be freed by bhakti—but also in its embodiment through the character of its narrator,
Suka.

One strategy of self-representation through intertextuality that has received less attention
but is, I submit, very important, is the Bhagavata’s speech acts (see n. 33 above) through
which it presents itself as an elaboration of the BS. Most significant of these is the first verse,
in which the Bhagavata opens exactly like the BS, with janmady asya yatah:

Jjanmddy asya yato ‘nvayad itaratas carthesv abhijiiah svarat

tene brahma hrda ya adi-kavaye muhyanti yat sirayah |

tejo-vari-myrdam yatha vinimayo yatra tri-sargo ‘mrsa

dhamna svena sada nirasta-kuhakam satyam param dhimahi ||

From him this (world) is born, etc. That cognizant and self-luminous one is (known) by mean-
ings inferred from positive and negative reasoning. He is the one who revealed the Veda through
the heart to the first seer, but the gods are confused about him. In him the threefold creation—
such as the interplay of fire, water, and earth—is not false, for he has removed all deception by
his own power. Upon that supreme truth let us meditate. 34

Fast-forward to the last chapter, where the Bhagavata claims further to be the essence of all
Upanisads—sarva-vedanta-saram hi sri-bhagavatam isyate (12.13.15)—one that is charac-
terized by the unity of Brahman and the self, has non-dual reality as its subject, and libera-
tion as its goal (12.13.11-12). One can find similar statements throughout, but the opening
and closing sections are significant because they tell others how the work itself wants to be
seen. The underlying intention behind this particular self-representation is not to say merely
“I speak about the same topic,” “I too am a book about Brahman,” as one might think fol-

34. Tr. Gupta and Valpey 2017: 200.
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lowing van Buitenen’s perceptive remarks about Vedic archaisms: it is, rather, to affirm, “I
am the same book.”

That such is the case should be clear from the following observation: in the Bhdgavata
Vyasa is explicitly called “the venerable Badarayana” seven times, and most of these
instances are quite significant.3 It is the first personal appellation given to Vyasa in the text,
in verse 1.1.7: the venerable Badarayana is the best of the knowers of the Vedas.3¢ Vyasa
is also “the venerable Badarayana” right after Narada leaves and he sits down to meditate
and obtain the new vision (1.7.1). It is also he, “the venerable Badarayana,” who was born
of Parasara and fathered Dhrtarastra, Pandu, Vidura, and Suka, that tranquil son to whom
he narrated Bhagavata the highest secret, excluding Paila and his other students who were
tasked with the business of Vedic transmission (9.22.21-25). But even more significant is
the observation that Suka is the “venerable Badarayani,” Badarayana’s son, a whopping
forty-one times.37 Thirty of these are verse introductions that mark the change of speaker,
sri-badarayanir uvaca “the venerable Badarayani said,” and that is significant in itself: by
regularly spicing up the common sri-suka uvaca, the Bhagavata is not only introducing the
identity, it is normalizing it.

The Gaudiya Vaisnava Jiva Gosvamin (1517-1608) made the formal argument that the
Bhagavata was not only founded on the BS, it was its “natural commentary,” revealed to
Vyasa in his meditation, in which the Vedantic ontological vision was augmented by the sote-
riological vision of bhakti as the means of attaining the highest good (Elkman 1986: 90-98).
“Natural” because the author himself had decided to emend his message. Jiva certainly had
a theological axe to grind, but his observation is well founded. As Friedhelm Hardy noted
(1974: 26), “The Purana itself had made this claim already.” The Bhagavata intended to
portray itself as a BS commentary, and Badarayana-Vyasa as the author of both.

THE SOTERIOLOGY OF EARLY ADVAITA VEDANTA

It is apposite to ask now what precisely the Bhdgavata is doing by presenting itself as an
elaboration of the BS, and specifically by turning Badarayana into Vyasa. We may reformu-
late this question as follows: if the “new knowledge” of the Bhagavata is bhakti, to which
“old knowledge,” specifically in the context of its BS frame of reference, is bhakti superve-
nient? Let me briefly state the answer before I elaborate.

As a Vedantic work, the Bhagavata Purana is set against the backdrop of Advaita Vedanta,
and not just any form of Advaita Vedanta that may have been prevalent in the time of its com-
position, but specifically that of Sankara and his student Suresvara. Now I should clarify here
that I don’t have in mind primarily the ontological worldview of Advaita Vedanta. Daniel
Sheridan (1986) had argued that the Bhagavata represents ontologically a form of “Advaitic
theism,” and other scholars before him have argued along similar lines, that is, that the ontol-
ogy of the Bhdgavata is Advaita ontology. Be that as it may, ontology rarely tells us about
the whys of a work: why should Badarayana become Vyasa just because the Bhdgavata is
a work inspired by the Advaita Vedanta ontological worldview? The Advaita Vedanta back-
ground that I have in mind here is its soteriology. Badarayana becomes Vyasa because the

35. 1.1.7,1.7.1, 1.9.6, 8.13.15, 9.22.22, 25, 12.4.42.

36. The only prior reference is in 1.1.2, where he is described generally as “the great sage” maha-muni.

37. Suka is called Badarayani in 1.7.11, 1.19.40, 6.4.3, 6.14.8, 6.15.13, 6.18.22, 8.1.33, 8.24.4, 10.12.44,
10.80.5, 12.6.8. The phrase sri-badardayanir uvdca introduces the following verses: 6.1.11, 6.2.1, 6.3.11, 6.7.2,
6.7.39, 6.8.3, 6.10.1, 6.10.11, 6.16.1, 6.16.12, 7.1.22, 8.3.1, 8.12.1, 9.11.25, 9.15.1, 9.15.7, 9.17.1, 9.20.1, 10.21.1,
10.29.1, 10.36.1, 10.51.21, 10.57.1, 10.60.1, 10.68.29, 10.75.3, 10.85.1, 11.1.10, 11.6.20, 11.23.1.
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Bhagavata community is enamored of two Advaita Vedanta ideals—of naiskarmya or renun-
ciation that is simultaneously knowledge, and of paramaharsya or the modus vivendi of
those renouncers who give up all emblems—as the ideal ground on which bhakti can grow.
The old Vedantic knowledge on which bhakti is supervenient is naiskarmya-paramaharsya,
and Badarayana becomes Vyasa for the sake of establishing bhakti on this firm ground.

I should like to emphasize that it is specifically the Advaita Vedanta iteration of naiskarmya
that informs the Bhagavata. The notion of naiskarmya itself is almost entirely absent from
older Brahmanical sources, except the Bhagavad-gita where it means freedom from the con-
sequences of action achieved by doing one’s duties with understanding and without attach-
ment, but remaining engaged in action rather than pursuing formal renunciation.3? This is not
what naiskarmya involves in Advaita Vedanta, and it is not what it involves in the Bhagavata,
as shall be evident shortly. Yet it is important to have this older sense in mind when we come
to consider later that no kind of Vedanta other than Sankara’s fits the “old knowledge” over
which the Bhagavata superimposes bhakti.

In Advaita Vedanta, naiskarmya is equivalent to formal renunciation and ascetic life, and
it is the most general term that encapsulates both disillusion with Vedic dharma, and the real-
ization of Brahman, both of which involve freedom from the duties associated with ritual fire
and social life and are interpreted as forms of “knowledge” rather than “action.” In technical
Advaita language, naiskarmya includes both the stage of vividisa “desire to know,” where
one has become a seeker after Brahman the Self, and vidvatta “being a knower,” where
one has realized Brahman. In the classification of Sure$vara’s famous Naiskarmya-siddhi,
this ideal would cover the entire section of the Advaita soteriological path from “under-
standing the nature of bondage” that engenders dispassion; over formal renunciation; to the
destruction of ignorance and liberation (1.52). In Sankara’s BSBh (1.1.1), though the term
naiskarmya itself is not used, Sure§vara’s two initial steps, understanding and dispassion,
would be represented as nityanitya-vastu-viveka “discernment of permanent from imperma-
nent things” and ihamirtartha-bhoga-viraga “dispassion toward enjoying things of the here
and the hereafter.” They are the first of the four prerequisites for the inquiry into Brahman
intended under the first word of the BS, atha “now.”

Note well, then, that naiskarmya is knowledge—both of Vedic ritual and social dharma
as constitutive of transmigration, what Advaitins sometimes call “the rising of knowledge”
(jianotpatti), and of oneself being the non-dual, characteristic-less Brahman, “the perfection
of the result” (phala-siddhi)—as well as renunciation that is predicated on dispassion. As
renunciation, naiskarmya is both the characteristically Advaita soteriological process and
also the goal: one’s being the action-less Brahman. In addition to being both the way and the
goal, naiskarmya as the way is also the goal of preliminary practices, which are, crucially,
describable as Vedic ritual and social dharma—what Brahmanical theologians call the nitya-
karma or obligatory duties of the asramas—but done without the desire for heaven and with
dedication to God, I$vara. Such practice of Vedic dharma culminates in personal purity, on
which the four preliminaries are predicated. Under this description, Vedic dharma is condu-
cive to naiskarmya-as-the-way. It may be, therefore, included in its semantic range.

In terms of scripture, the locus classicus here is Brhad-aranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22, which
says that Brahmins pursue the Self by practices such as Vedic recitation and ritual. Crucially,
however, in Advaita Vedanta soteriology naiskarmya at the point of attaining the four prereq-

38. Relevant verses include 3.4 and 18.49 (Agase 1934), but the entire context of chapters 2 and 3 is important.
A textual search on GRETIL (Géttingen Register of Electronic Texts in Indian Languages) failed to produce results
on naiskarmya outside of the Bhagavad-gita, except for a few mentions in the Mahabharata (one in the Udyoga-
parvan, two in the Asvamedhika-parvan).
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uisites, where it properly begins, must involve formal renunciation, a stage where one is no
longer governed by the Vedic injunctions and prohibitions. In theological terms, this is at the
stage of vividisa, and the Brhad-ayanyaka passage is customarily used as a marker of what
one should practice in order to attain vividisa, but discontinue when it has been attained.3°

Significantly, also, renunciation in Advaita Vedanta involved giving up the emblems,
linga, of a renouncer, not only the sacrificial cord that a non-Advaita Brahmanical renouncer
would have been wearing in continuation of his varna membership as part of the entitlement
to perform ritual, but also the specifically renunciation @srama emblems such as the top-
knot and the triple staff: in short, even the symbolic relation to the Vedic world of dharma.
Sankara called this renunciation that goes beyond the Vedic @srama system paramahansa-
parivrdjya, renunciation of the best ascetics, specifically the mendicants. In later Advaita
Vedanta there developed a classification of four kinds of renouncers, the highest of which
are the paramaharsas. They give up all emblems except for the single staff and the water
pot, and they must be either striving after the Self or be knowers of Brahman, i.e., on the
level of vividisa or vidvatta (Olivelle 1986: 32-34). It is therefore convenient to think of
naiskarmya-paramahamsya as a pair of related Advaita Vedanta soteriological ideals: asceti-
cism that involves knowledge of Brahman and rejection of emblems of any kind, including
those of renunciation.

NAISKARMYA AND PARAMAHAMSYA IN THE BHAGAVATA

As was said above, naiskarmya figures prominently in the Bhdgavata, in the several
related senses presented above but crucially involving freedom from Vedic injunctions.
Equally, if not more, conspicuous is the ideal of paramahamsya, and the Advaita Vedanta
overtones of these two concepts become most evident in the Bhagavata frame story.

To begin, naiskarmya is associated directly with the Bhdgavata parampara. The inaugu-
rator of naiskarmya is the dual sage Nara-Narayana. He is said to have introduced “action
that is characterized by naiskarmya,” which in the context must mean asceticism, since the
dual sage is the model hermit who never marries. He taught his system to Narada, whom we
have encountered as Vyasa’s teacher (11.4.6 with Sridhara). Narada too is described as an
inaugurator of a system that is meant to foster naiskarmya, the Paficaratra system (tantram
satvatam, 1.3.8). Paramahamsya too is associated with the Bhagavata parampara. In another
act of intertextual appropriation, the dialogue between the sage Maitreya and Vidura in book
3, Maitreya proclaims that he will commence the telling of the Bhagavata Purana itself,
although we are obviously knee-deep in it: it was first taught by Sankarsana to Sanatkumara,
who taught it to one Sankhyayana, “the foremost among the paramahamsas,” who in his
turn taught it to Maitreya’s teacher Parasara, the father of Vyasa (3.8.7-8). This is an allu-
sion to the Visnu Purdna, in which the frame story is that of Parasara teaching Maitreya: the
Bhagavata is not only the Mahabharata, the Upanisads, the Brahma-sitra, and the sarmhita
of the Bhdgavatas, speaking good Vedic and fine k@vya for the rasikas—it is the Visnu
Purana as well. Crucially, however, the Visnu Purana now also has a paramahamsa pedi-
gree. As with Nara-Narayana, the involvement of Sanatkumara is significant. For Sankara,
it is with him and his three naisthika-brahmacarin brothers that the path of nivrtti or disen-
gagement begins (Introduction to his Bhagavad-gita-bhasya).

As in Advaita Vedanta, naiskarmya as a goal in the pursuit of liberation is said to be
attained by the performance of Vedic action without desires and with dedication to God:

39. The complicated details of early Advaita Vedanta soteriology are worked out in Uskokov 2018a, chapters
7 through 9.
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vedoktam eva kurvano nihsango 'rpitam isvare |

naiskarmyam labhate siddhim rocanartha phala-srutih ||

By doing actions enjoined in the Vedas without attachment and with dedication to God, one
attains the perfection that is naiskarmya. The promise of result is meant to make such action
appealing. (11.3.46)

Sridhara here quotes the aforementioned Brhad-aranyaka 4.4.22 passage, associating there-
by the naiskarmya of the verse with the Advaita vividisa. An innovation in the Bhagavata is
that “fantra” is a fast-working alternative or addition to Vedic ritual (11.3.47), and from the
context—chapter 11 of book 3, a section drenched in Advaita ontology—it is evident that
tantra here is the Paficaratra system of temple worship.40

If both Vedic and Paficaratra ritual are conducive to naiskarmya, does the Bhagavata
describe its attainment? Several verses facilitate such a description. First, it involves free-
dom from Vedic injunctions and prohibitions. This comes out clearly from verse 8.3.16cd, a
prayer of the elephant Gajendra to the Lord:

naiskarmya-bhavena vivarjitagama-svayam-prakasaya namaskaromi ||
I pay homage to the one who is self-revealed to those who are free from scripture through the
cultivation of naiskarmya.

For Sridhara, naiskarmya here is just knowledge of the Self, whereas dgama stands for scrip-
tural injunctions and prohibitions generally.*!

Positively, naiskarmya is described as bhagavat-padam. Whereas we may translate this
lexeme as “the state of bhagavan™ at first blush, for Sridhara padam has an instrumental
force. Following his gloss:

tesam durdpam kim tv anyan martyanam bhagavat-padam |

bhuvi lolayuso ye vai naiskarmyarm sadhayanty uta ||

But what else is hard to achieve by those mortals who, their life on Earth uncertain, nevertheless
accomplish naiskarmya, which brings one to the Lord. (4.23.27)42

This reading, then, ascribes instrumentality to raiskarmya, and it is supported by another
verse in Gajendra’s aforementioned prayers (8.3.11), where Visnu is acclaimed as “the mas-
ter of isolation” and “knower of the bliss of liberation,” whom the wise attain by naiskarmya
and sattva, glossed by Sridhara as mental purity:

sattvena pratilabhydya naiskarmyena vipascita |
namah kaivalya-nathdya nirvana-sukha-samvide ||

Whether naiskarmya here is adjectival to sattva or not, clearly it is the means of liberation.
Naiskarmya, then, is the goal of practices like Vedic and Paficaratra ritual; when attained, it
involves freedom from scriptural injunctions and prohibitions; and it is itself the means of
liberation.

That naiskarmya is renunciation and knowledge in kind is affirmed by Sridhara through-
out his commentary, as may be expected of an Advaitin.*3 In the Bhdgavata itself the clearest

40. “Innovation” here should be taken with a grain of salt; as will become obvious at the end of the paper,
temple Paficaratra worship was arguably an alternative to Vedic ritual, without a full acceptance of Paficaratra ontol-
ogy, since Sankara’s time at the least. Bhdgavata is more “explicit” than “innovative.”

41. naiskarmyam atma-tattvam tasya bhavena bhavanaya vivarjita agama vidhi-nisedha-laksana yais tesu
svayam eva prakdso yasya tasmai.

42. Sridharah: bhagavan padyate gamyate 'neneti tathd tan naiskarmyar jiianam.

43. niskarma brahma, tad-ekakaratvan niskarmata-ripar naiskarmyam, on 1.5.12; naiskarmyena sannyasena,
on 8.3.11; naiskarmyam atma-tattvam, on 8.3.16; naiskarmyar karma-nivrtti-sadhyam jiianam, on 11.3.41.
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link between naiskarmya and knowledge, along with their ultimate insufficiency, is estab-
lished in one of its most celebrated and quoted verses, which we have already discussed
above but may now properly translate. After rebuking Vyasa in four verses for not depicting
the greatness of bhagavan, Narada says the following (1.5.12):

naiskarmyam apy acyuta-bhava-varjitam na sobhate jiianam alam nirafijanam |

kutah punah Sasvad abhadram isvare na carpitam karma yad apy akaranam ||

Although knowledge may be free from action (naiskarmya) and completely pure, it does not
appeal sufficiently if it is without emotion toward Acyuta. How much more so action, which is
perpetually unwholesome if not offered to God, even if it is done without interest.

Sridhara glosses: knowledge that is actionless because of being uniform with the actionless
Brahman.** This verse is repeated with a minor emendation toward the end of the Purana,
and it sets in large perspective both the fascination of the Bhagavata with naiskarmya and
its subsumption under bhakti.®

The Bhagavata is even more vocal when it comes to paramahamsya, and it repeatedly
associates bhakti with the ways of the best ascetics: the practices that pertain to bhagavan
are dear to the best ascetics (bhagavata dharmah . . . priyah paramahamsanam, 1.4.31);
Krsna is he whose purpose is to enjoin the practice of bhakti for the best ascetics, who are
sages of pure heart (paramahamsanam muninam amalatmanam bhakti-yoga-vidhanartham,
1.8.20); the Lord grants the attainment unto those men who are firm in the vocation of
the best ascetics (pumsam punah paramahamsya asrame vyavasthitanam anumrgya-dasuse,
2.4.13); Visnu’s lotus feet are attained by the path of the best ascetics (paramahamsyena
pathadhigamyate, 2.9.17); the highest devotion is obtained at the destination of the best
ascetics (bhaktim param paramahamsa-gatau labheta, 11.31.28); this destination of the best
ascetics where bhakti is attained is the Lord himself (¢tvayi . . . paramahamsa-gatau, 7.9.31);
and it is renouncers of the paramaharsa kind (paramahamsa-parivrdjaka; note the Sankara-
esque lingo) who directly perceive Narayana as innate bliss in their hearts purified by medita-
tion, of the cultivated and bursting-forth paramahamsya kind (paramahamsa-parivrajakaih
paramenatma-yoga-samadhina paribhavita-parisphuta-paramahamsya-dharmenodghatita-
tamah-kapata-dvare citte pavrta atma-loke svayam upalabdha-nija-sukhanubhavo bhavan,
6.9.33).

Like naiskarmya, paramahamsya too is identified with knowledge in another celebrated
verse and a self-encomium toward the end of the Purana. The verse also features naiskarmya,
and both ideals are associated with and subordinated to bhakti (12.13.18):

Srimad-bhdgavatam puranam amalam yad vaisnavanam priyam

yasmin paramaharsyam ekam amalam jiianam param giyate |

tatra jiiana-viraga-bhakti-sahitam naiskarmyam aviskrtam

tac chrnvan supathan vicarana-paro bhaktya vimucyen narah ||

A reflective man who hears and properly reads the Bhagavata—a spotless Purana, dear to the
Vaisnavas, in which the one spotless knowledge of the best ascetics is sung as the highest, and
where inaction (raiskarmya) conjoined with knowledge, dispassion, and devotion is revealed—
becomes liberated by means of devotion.

44. niskarma brahma, tad-ekakaratvan niskarmata-ripam naiskarmyams Sridhara on 1.5.12.
45. 12.12.53; only the final line is slightly different: na hy arpitam karma yad apy anuttamam.
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THE SUKA-PARIKSIT ENCOUNTER

I have suggested above that naiskarmya as represented in the Bhagavata involves the
same soteriological structure as in Advaita Vedanta: it is attained by Vedic (and Paficaratra)
practices—it is a goal—but on its part it is the means of liberation; it is associated with
knowledge, and that it is both attainment of prior practices and a means of liberation sug-
gests a sequence similar to that of vividisa and vidvatta in Advaita Vedanta. I have also been
translating paramahamsa and its abstract noun as “the best ascetics” and what pertains to
them, assuming some correspondence in meaning between the Bhagavata and Sankara’s
Advaita Vedanta: asceticism that involves mendicancy, a rejection of emblems, and freedom
from the scriptural injunctions that govern the ritual and social world of Brahmanism. That
paramahamsya as a form of asceticism means just this is evident from Bhdagavata’s chapter
13 of book 7, which is entirely a description of what is called dharmam paramaharsyam
(7.13.46). We will, however, not analyze this chapter, not only in view of space but also
because its content is mapped on Suka, the Bhdgavata narrator, in his encounter with king
Pariksit, i.e., in the Bhagavata frame story. This frame story presents the Bhdagavata sote-
riology in the clearest terms: the Advaita ideal of renunciation is enacted by the two inter-
locutors, who are embodied representations of vividisa and vidvatta respectively, and we see
what kind of knowledge naiskarmya/paramaharmsya must be: disillusion with the here and
the hereafter, and consummation in Brahman without distinguishing characteristics. Over
precisely this ground, in its entirety, does the Bhagavata expect bhakti to be founded.

Pariksit is a royal figure in an existential crisis.*¢ He had been cursed to die within seven
days from the snakebite of Taksaka. Unlike the other famous king in crisis, Arjuna, Pariksit
has no doubts with respect to the world of dharma and his social duties: the serpentine
venom had become for him the cause of dispassion toward this and the next world, which
he had already examined and found to be worthy of rejecting. The wording itself—atho
vihayemam amum ca lokam vimarsitau heyataya purastat (1.19.5), with attention to atha—
suggests that Pariksit’s state represents the two initial stages of Advaita naiskarmya—dis-
criminating between eternal and transient things and disillusion with the enjoyments of the
here and the hereafter—and perhaps reflects some of Sankara’s own BSBh 1.1.1 language.

Pariksit had also been disillusioned with domestic life, and he takes the vow of renuncia-
tion, muni-vrata, resolving to fast until death. Like Arjuna, Pariksit does have doubts, not
with respect to dharma but rather moksa. He wishes to know what all men and specifically
those like him who are on the verge of death should do in terms of religious practice: what
they should hear, mutter, meditate on, venerate. With the aforementioned disillusion and dis-
passion, the formal renunciation and the pursuit of liberation clearly mark him as one occu-
pying something like the Advaita state of vividisa. Here, however, his situation diverges from
that of the typical vividisa Advaitin, who would at this juncture practice sravana, manana,
and nididhyasana on the Upanisadic identity statements. Pariksit clearly wishes to do some-
thing of the kind, but he does not seem to care about his identity with Brahman.

Assembled on the bank of the Ganges, where he will fast until death, are the most promi-
nent Vedic sages, including Vyasa, but before any of them can speak, the peripatetic sage
Suka chances upon the gathering, sits on a raised seat, and begins teaching Pariksit. Sig-
nificantly, Suka, who is called “the venerable Badarayani” at the very close of the first
book, just as he is about to begin teaching, is an ascetic without the external symbols to
indicate his renouncer asrama. The Bhagavata describes him as alaksya-linga “one of invis-

46. This is in the last chapter of book 1, which concludes with Suka just about to speak.
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ible emblems”#7 and generally very much like the ascetics of the old Sramana tradition:
bearing the marks of a great person (mahda-paurusika), skyclad (digambara), and not staying
in the homes of ritualists even so long as to wait for a cow to be milked. Suka begins his
instruction with a diatribe against family, social, and ritual life, which surely is intended to
mark Pariksit’s state as the proper qualification for instruction, and then overlays the ideal
of bhakti on what is explicitly an Advaita foundation: those sages who are disengaged from
Vedic injunctions and prohibitions—the Advaita ideal if there ever was one, and Suka’s
own Mahabharata path of nivptti—and are fixed in the state of Brahman without qualities,
nairgunya, delight in the narrations about the qualities of Hari (2.1.7):

prayena munayo rdjan nivrtta vidhi-sedhatah |
nairgunya-stha ramante sma gunanukathane hareh ||

In fact, he has himself in mind (2.1.9):

parinisthito 'pi nairgunya uttama-sloka-lilaya |

grhita-ceta rajarse akhyanam yad adhitavan ||

Royal sage, although firmly established in the state of Brahman without qualities, I learned this
work [the Bhagavata] because my mind has been captured by the plays of the most praiseworthy
Lord.

So Pariksit and those like him on the verge of death, disillusioned with this world and the
next but wishing for liberation, should hear about, praise, and meditate on bhagavan Hari.
Whatever they do, they must remember him at death.

The frame story, then, represents Suka as someone on a stage corresponding to the
Advaita vidvatta. He is a paramahamsa without emblems, firmly situated in the knowledge
of Brahman that has no distinguishing characteristics. The two interlocutors embody and
enact the entire scope of Advaita Vedanta naiskarmya: a fresh renouncer who knows that
the attainments of the here and the hereafter are without value, is disillusioned with them,
and is keen on the highest good; and the seasoned paramaharisa who knows the non-dual
Brahman. Both are in a state beyond Vedic injunctions and prohibitions. And yet, for both
of them the recommended path is bhakti: the one should strive after it; the other cannot help
but engage in it.

WHY BADARAYANA BECAME VYASA

The Bhagavata is fascinated with dispassion and renunciation like no other major Hindu
scripture before. In the Hari-vamsa (13.45-48), for instance, Suka goes on to marry and
becomes a part of a vamsa, a lineage, where procreation is the norm, in his case the so-called
ancestors’ lineage, in which Vyasa was born. Suka must father one daughter and four sons
and only then go beyond rebirth. With this, it is Suka who is brought closer to Vyasa’s way
of life rather than the other way around.

What is, then, the compounded significance of the several observations we have made so
far—the use of the character of Vyasa as the paradigmatic preserver of the old and vision-
ary of the new, the adoption of Suka the ideal ascetic as value model and speaker and of
Pariksit the renouncer as the ideal inquirer, and the conjoining of bhakti with naiskarmya-
paramahamsya, which involves the transcendence of dharma; all of it specifically against

47. See also 7.13.2, the section on dharmyam paramahamsyam, where the ascetic is prohibited from using
emblems that he had discarded before, other than the staff.
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the background of the Bhdagavata’s self-representation as an heir to and elaboration of the
BS—for the reasons of Badarayana’s becoming Vyasa?

In its self-representation as a Vedantic work, the Bhagavata intended to place bhakti over
a value system and a soteriology that were those of Advaita Vedanta. I mean this in the strong
sense, not an Advaita Vedanta but the Advaita Vedanta of Sankara and Sure$vara. The thor-
ough dislike of family life, the rejection of Vedic ritualism at the advanced stages of spiritual
progress, the ultimate transcendence of the system of varna and dsrama, none of it squares
with any other early kind of Vedanta that we know, save for that of Gaudapada. The ideal
Bhagavata soteriology is certainly not compatible with the forms of jiiana-karma-samuccaya
that Sankara and his followers so vehemently criticized, the representative advocates of
which were Bhartrprapafica and Mandana Misra, where Vedic ritual and asrama-dharma
were thought to be causally efficacious throughout, not merely conducive to dispassion and
terminating in renunciation. Even in the case of Mandana Misra, the performance of ritual,
though optional and supererogatory to meditation on Brahman, played the role of a cata-
lyst, in that liberation would happen so much faster with than without it (Balasubramanian
1976: chap. 5). Insofar as such Vedanta may be said to advocate for naiskarmya, it was of
the Bhagavad-gita kind, freedom from karma by engaged renunciation, not of the Advaita
Vedanta kind.

Similarly, the study of Brahman in early Vedanta was not normatively limited to ascetics.
In his refutation of Sankara’s interpretation of atha, i.e., on the competence for the study
of Brahman, Bhaskara reaffirmed what Sankara argued against and what we may take to
have been the norm before him: the inquiry into Brahman was consequent on the inquiry
into ritual, and on several other things classifiable as asrama-dharma across its spectrum:
caturnam apy asraminam avisesena vedanta-vidhy-adhikarita brahma-jijaseyam prastiyate
“Members of all four @sramas without distinction are entitled to the inquiry into Brahman
through the Upanisadic injunctions.”43

If we take the liberty, then, in light of the Bhdgavata'’s self-representation as a work
of Vedanta, to read the Suka-Pariksit encounter as “the atha” of the Bhdgavata, that is, a
statement of who the Bhdgavata and its world of bhakti are best suited for, this would be a
thoroughly Sankara-esque atha: they are for the renouncers who are disillusioned with the
social and ritual world, or who are already established in the knowledge of the non-dual
Brahman. In view of this, Badarayana the Vedantin becomes Vyasa in order to introduce the
new knowledge, bhakti, over the old knowledge of Advaita Vedanta soteriology.

I am not suggesting, of course, that the author(s) of the Bhagavata and their community
were followers of Sankara: that would be theoretically simplistic, disregarding the complexi-
ties of the two worldviews, and practically impossible with the paucity of data about the
Bhagavata’s compositional history. Advaita ontology and the norms of renunciation, includ-
ing that of paramahamsa, very much inform the world of Paficaratra as well, so whoever
wrote the Bhdgavata would have been in a cultural context saturated with both of them.4?
However, as the recent work of Anand Venkatkrishnan (2015) and the earlier work of Fried-
helm Hardy (1974) have made apparent, before it was taken up for scholastic treatments,
the Bhagavata “flourished in communities that offered a version of Advaita, or nondualist
Vedanta” (Venkatkrishnan 2015: 31). If it had flourished in such communities, it might as
well have been born around one of them, a community inspired by Advaita Vedanta soteriol-

48. Bhaskara’s Brahma-sitra-bhasya 1.1.1. See also the argument of Walter Slaje, who tackles the early history
of the idea of jivan-mukti and shows that originally it meant liberation while remaining engaged in social and other
action, throughout one’s life, rather than renunciation (2007: 127-30).

49. On Pancaratra ontology see Granoff 1989; on Paficaratra renunciation see briefly Olivelle 1986: 34.
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ogy—and choosing to represent itself through the idealized character of Suka—yet enamored
of the world of bhakti.

SUKA IN ADVAITA VEDANTA

The character of Suka had a continued significance in Advaita Vedanta imaginations of
lineage. He appears in the guru-parampara of the Srngeri Matha as the teacher of Gaudapada,
i.e., as the most direct mythic figure from whom what may be called “historical Advaita”
derives: Siva — Visnu — Brahma — Vasistha — Sakti — Parasara — Vyasa — Suka —
Gaudapada — Govindabhagavatpada — Sankara (Seshagiri Sastri 1899: 99—102). The same
is stated in one of the earlier hagiographies of Sankara, Vyasacala’s Sarnkara-vijaya (4.63
[Chandrasekharan 1954]):

vyasah pardasara-sutah kila satyavatyam tasyatmajah suka-munih prathitanubhavah |
tac-chisyatam upagatah kila gaudapado govindanatha-munir asya ca Sisya-bhiitah ||

Vyasa was born as a son of Para$ara and Satyavati, and his son, sage Suka, was famed for
his direct experience. Gaudapada became Suka’s student, and sage Govindanatha became
Gaudapada’s disciple.

Sankara-digvijaya, attributed to Madhava, repeats this verse (5.105), and it also narrates
an episode in which Sankara toward the end of his life sees in meditation his parama-guru
Gaudapada. While praising the master, Sankara says that Suka became Gaudapada’s teacher,
the same Suka who went forth immediately upon birth and whom Vyasa followed crying out,
“my son, my son.” In what the commentator recognizes as an intertextual reference to the
Bhagavata verse (1.2.2) quoted above, Suka, who had attained the Yoga state of unity with
all existence through cultivation of the universal sense of Self, had now assumed the identity
of the forest trees, to reply through their echo to his grieving father (SDV 16.44-46 [M. C.
Apte 1891]). And, in what had by now become yet another identity for Vyasa, the forest echo
was Suka’s reply to the “author of the commentary on the Yoga-siitra.”>

These are but few examples of a widespread phenomenon. Suka as the teacher of
Gaudapada is a regular fixture in Advaita Vedanta paramparas.

BADARAYANA IN PURANIC LITERATURE

Outside of the Bhagavata Badarayana—individually or as identical with Vyasa—is practi-
cally a nonentity in Puranic literature. A few places mention Badarayana Vyasa when they
refer to the Bhagavata, and Skanda’s Prabhasa-khanda lists Vyasa and Badarayana sepa-
rately in an enumeration of sages.

The Bhagavata-Mahatmya in the Uttara-khanda of the Padma Purana (6.194.70, Nag
Pub. 1984) mentions the dissatisfaction and the subsequent composition of the Bhagavata,
ordinarily associated with Vyasa, but it attributes them to Badarayana (yadiya-smaranat
sadyo nirvinno badarayanah cakara mahad akhyatum atmarama-manoharam). The Padma
in its Vispu-sahasra-nama also has the following (6.71.274-75):

mahabharata-nirmata kavindro badarayanah |
krsnadvaipayanah sarva-purusarthaika-bodhakah ||
vedanta-karta brahmaika-vyanjakah puruvamsa-krt |

50. yoga-bhasya-praneta 16.46. 1 will address this point shortly.
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The author of the Mahabharata, the best of poets, Badarayana, Krsnadvaipayanah, the sole
presenter of all human goods, the author of Vedanta, the unique manifester of Brahman, the
progenitor of the Puru lineage.

Then there is Skanda, Brahma-khanda (3.3.22.17-18, Nag Pub. 1986):

kalau hindayuso martyd durbald srama-piditah |

durmedhaso duhkha-bhajo dharmacara-vivarjitah ||

iti saficintya krpaya bhagavan badarayanah |

hitaya tesam vidadhe puranakhyam sudhd-rasam ||

In the age of Kali, mortals are short-lived, weak, and troubled by exhaustion. They are stupid,
miserable, and without proper conduct. Realizing this, the venerable Badarayana kindly made
the nectarine juice called “Purana” for their benefit.

The first verse is clearly modeled on Bhdgavata 1.1.10:

prayenalpayusah sabhya kalav asmin yuge janah |

mandah sumanda-matayo manda-bhagya hy upadrutah ||

Gentleman, in this age of Kali men are generally short-lived, weak, slow-witted, miserable, and
oppressed.

The Prabhdsa-khanda in its Prabhasa-ksetra-mahatmya (7.1.22.12—-19) describes the
Krtasmara Mountain, which is frequented by many sages. Vyasa is mentioned in verse 15,
Badarayana in 18.

There is only one case of Badarayana’s identity with Vyasa in the Puranas that seems,
prima facie, independent of the Bhdgavata context. It is in the story of Acchoda, a mind-born
daughter in the aforementioned lineage of the ancestors, pitr-vamsa, who falls from heaven
because of lusting after one Amavasu and is reborn as Satyavati, the mother of Vyasa. Sev-
eral Puranas narrate her story in nearly identical language, and they all seem to go back to
the Hari-vamsa as the source.’! Acchoda will give birth to Parasara’s son, who will divide
the one Veda into four, but Matsya and Padma add the following detail: the son will be
Badarayana because of being born on an island of BadarT trees:

kanya bhiitva ca lokan svan punar apsyasi durlabhan |
pardsarasya viryena putram ekam avapsyasi ||

dvipe tu badari-praye badarayanam acyutam |

sa vedam ekam bahudhd vibhajisyati te sutah || 3>

In all probability someone who was already acquainted with Vyasa’s being Badarayana had
found it appropriate to intervene in the story and provide an etymological source. Hazra
(1940: 50, 109-12) dates the Matsya version to “before 1100 AD” and considers the Padma
to be its derivative.

DATE OF THE BHAGAVATA

Obviously the weight of the argument for why Badarayana became Vyasa rests on the
date of composition of the Bhagavata Purana. While this question has not been settled,
there is a general consensus that the Bhagavata presupposes the idea of bhakti specifically
as expressed in the songs of the Alvars, such that it must be posterior to some of them. But
it cannot be later than 1030 CE, in some form in any case, when al-BiriinT mentions it in his

51. The birth of Vyasa is specifically mentioned in Hari-vamsa 13.36, Vayu Purana 73.15-16, Brahmanda
Purapa 2.3.10.69-70. Cf. Pargiter 1922: 69.
52. Matsya Purana 14.15-16 (Ananadasrama 1907). Padma Purana (1.9.25-26) has minor differences.
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account of India. There is the mandatory caveat that it must have been around for a while to
gain enough standing for al-Birlin1 to recognize it as a maha-purana. This zeroes in on the
ninth and tenth centuries, or anywhere between 800 and 950 CE. There are some tendencies
to stretch this a bit later, “towards the end of the tenth century” (Vaudeville 1975: 116), as
well as contrary tendencies to place it closer to the beginning of the line, around 850 CE.>3

Dennis Hudson (1995) argues that the final form of the Purana in twelve books took shape
in eighth-century Kaficipuram under Pallava rule, though some parts were added a cen-
tury later. Hudson’s account is based on an analysis of the sculpted panels in the Vaikuntha
Perumal temple of Kaiici, the organization of which, he argues, depicts stories in the same
way as the Bhdagavata, making an architectural enactment of the book, as it were.

ADVAITA VAISNAVAS AND BHAGAVATA VEDANTINS

Erring on the side of caution, one could place the Bhdgavata anywhere between 800 and
980 CE, in other words, exactly over the period during which Badarayana, the author of the
BS, became Vyasa, the editor of the Vedas and the author of the Mahabharata. So what does
all of this tells us about our initial question: how is it that Badarayana became Vyasa in the
BS commentaries at the turn of the millennium?

Let me first briefly restate my argument. The individual or the community behind the
writing of the Bhagavata Purana found the character of Vyasa as the paradigmatic pre-
server of the old and visionary of the new a useful vehicle for promoting its own doctrine
of bhakti as an outgrowth and felos of Upanisadic Vedanta. That Vyasa would have been
the ideal locus of such an undertaking is further clear from his next identity as the author of
the Yoga-siitra-bhasya, which we have encountered in the Sankara-digvijaya story. Recent
work of Philipp Maas (2013: 57-69) has shown that in its early history the Yoga-siitra along
with the Bhasya that is now attributed to Vyasa was considered to be the work of a single
author, Patafijali, going by the name of Patarijala-yoga-sastra. That the Bhasya was eventu-
ally ascribed to Vyasa could have happened as a result of subsuming Yoga under Vedanta,
perhaps an early instance of the phenomenon described as “unifying Hinduism” by Andrew
Nicholson (2010). The point is this: that Vyasa was the model of dharma and yet in the
Mahabharata recommended Sankhya, Yoga, and Paficaratra made him eminently useful for
projects of self-representation and doctrinal unity. The Bhdgavata had done it, Yamuna had
done it, and eventually it made its way into the reception history of Yoga.

The Bhagavata had also found Vyasa’s son Suka a most welcome value model, instantiat-
ing distance from dharma and complete dedication to spiritual practice, yet simultaneously
subsuming the worldview of the Vedas. With the Bhdgavata’s professed Vedantic allegiance,
it was but natural for Vyasa to have written the BS and Suka to have raised it to the next
level.

The question remains—if Badarayana’s being Vyasa had come from the corners of the
Bhagavata Purana, how did it make its way into the commentaries on the BS, and why
would specifically Advaitins have been inclined to accept it? Issues of doctrinal identity
are complicated. On the one hand, by now it should be obvious that whoever wrote the
Bhagavata, the author(s) surely were Vedantins, even if we think of them more restrictedly
as Bhagavata Vaisnavas. On the other hand, early Advaita Vedantins in Sarkara’s lineage

53. The literature on the date of the Bhagavata is vast. The reader may wish to consult Filliozat 1962; Hopkins
1966: 4-6; Hardy 1983: 486-88; Bryant 2002.
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seem to have had a distinct Vaisnava predilection. We know this from the good work of Paul
Hacker (1995: chap. 254), whose argument we may now state briefly.

To begin with, Hacker noticed that Sankara had a partiality for illustrating Brahman’s
feature of residence (avasthiti), that is, presence in objects of veneration, through Vaisnava
symbols, the salagrama stone and temple images of Visnu. He further argued that Sankara’s
rejection of the Paficaratra/Bhagavata doctrine in the BSBh seemed to have been limited
only to its realist theology of emanation (vyitha) and did not involve a wholesale rejection
of Vaisnava practice:

We do not controvert the doctrine that Narayana, who is known to be higher than the Unevolved,
who is the Supreme Self and the Self of All, has multiplied himself through himself into single
forms . . . Nor do we raise any objection if it is intended to worship the Bhagavan with unceas-
ing concentration of mind by approaching him (probably in his temple) or by other means. 33

I may add to this parenthetically that in his Brhad-daranyaka-upanisad-bhasya Sankara
explicitly says that I$vara, the inner ruler and ever-free witness who guides all divinities and
is the self of all beings, is called Narayana (BAUBh 3.7.3 [Aga$e 1891]).

Hacker next noted that while Sankara personally was not in the habit of writing
mangalacaranas, some of his early followers such as Sure$§vara, Totaka, Sarvajiiatman, and
Anandabodha all invoked Visnu in their introductory stanzas. Finally, he pointed out (1995:
39) that there are texts, for instance, passages from the Bhagavata, “that expressly profess
Vaisnavism and teach radical Advaitism at the same time,” concluding: “It seems that the
earliest masters of Sankara’s school, in the more restricted sense of this word, all belonged
to Vaisnava environments.” In another short piece (1995: 285¢), Hacker conjectured that the
term Bhagavata itself “refers specifically, though not exclusively, to Advaitic Vaisnavism.”

It would thus seem that Hacker considered Sankara and his early followers to have been
Bhagavatas, in that “specific but not exclusive” sense, adherents of a religion focused on the
worship of Visnu and Krsna-Vasudeva, but not Paficaratrins, perhaps at a time when the two
groups were merging yet were recognizably distinct. Bana in his Harsa-carita, roughly a
century earlier, still mentions the two groups as separate.>’

Hacker drew his conclusions from an affinity that is apparent in texts, but that perhaps
does not necessarily indicate personal commitment to Vaisnava practice. Hacker’s evidence,
however, may be supplemented with a note on Sarvajiatman, whom we recognized toward
the beginning as one of the possible early witnesses of the Badarayana-Vyasa identity. Let us
turn to him briefly. We know from the conclusion of Sariksepa-sariraka that Sarvajfiatman
wrote his masterpiece during the reign of a king whom he calls Manukuladitya (4.62):

Sri-devesvara-pada-pankaja-rajas-samparka-putasayah

sarvajiatma-girankito muni-varah sanksepa-sarirakam |

cakre saj-jana-buddhi-vardhanam idam rajanya-vamse nrpe

Srimaty aksata-sasane manukuladitye bhuvam sasati ||

The best of renunciants adorned by the name of “Sarvajiatman,” his mind purified by the touch
of the dust from the lotus feet of Devesvara, composed this Saﬂk,sepa—Sdrz'raka that magnifies

54. Originally published 1965: Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siid- und Ostasiens und Archiv fiir Indische
Philosophie 9: 147-54.

55. Sankara’s BSBh 2.2.42 in Hacker’s translation (1995: 37); the note in parenthesis also his.

56. English translation of a section of “Zur Geschichte und Beurteilung des Hinduismus: Kritik einiger ver-
breiteter Ansichten,” Orientalistische Literaturzeitung 59 (1964): cols. 231-45.

57. See the translation of Cowell and Thomas 1897: 236.
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the understanding of noble men, while the glorious Manukuladitya of royal pedigree rules the
Earth without interruption.

Based on inscriptional evidence, this Manukuladitya has been identified as the Chera king
Bhaskara Ravivarman I, the dates of whose reign seem to have been 962-1021 CE.>8

Now Sarvajfiatman did not write just a mangaldcarana as Hacker notes, but was a devotee
of Padmanabha Svami, the famous image of Visnu in Trivandrum (Thiruvananthapuram).
He pays respect to Lord Padmanabha in two verses encircling the above-quoted mention of
his mundane patron, making thus a triplet that concludes the Sanksepa-sariraka (4.61, 63):

avirala-pada-panktih padmanabhasya punya carana-kamala-dhili-grahint bharatiyam |
ghanataram upaghdatarm sreyasah Srotr-sanghat sura-sarid iva sadyo marstum mangalya-hetul ||
bhujangamanga-sayine vihangamanga-gamine |

turangamanga-bhedine namo rathanga-dharine ||

May this pious literary composition, of tightly knit strings of words, bearing the dust of Lord
Padmanabha’s lotus-like feet, and the cause of auspiciousness—in all ways like the Ganges—
instantly wipe away the impassable hurdles to the highest good by so much as touching the
listener. . . . Homage to the Lord who sleeps on the serpent-bed, travels on Garuda, had killed
Kesin, and bore the chariot wheel.

That the deity here is Visnu’s image in Trivandrum follows easily from Sarvajfiatman’s men-
tion of Manukuladitya, and the commentarial tradition offers confirmation: Padmanabha here
is Narayana, the resident of Anantapura, who sleeps on the serpent-bed (padmanabhasya
Srimad-anantapura-vasinah Sesanke Sayanasya narayanasya).>® The Anantapura Lake Tem-
ple is traditionally considered Padmanabha Svam’s original seat. Another commentator,
Nrsirhhasrama (Sukla 1936-41), reads from this an indication that Sarvajiiatman offered, or
perhaps even presented, his composition to the feet of the image (athava anena bharatyah
padmanabhasya sripadaravinde samarpanam siicitam). Additionally, the last verse in some
manuscripts has a second part in which Sarvajiatman pays homage to Lord Nrsimmha. A deity
of Nrsimha is installed in the southern shrine of the temple (Easwaran Nampoothiry 1973:
X1v—xV).

Perhaps equally significant is that from inscriptional evidence on the history of monastic
establishments in Kerala that are traditionally associated with Sankara, scholars have argued
that Sarvajfidtman in his time was the puspdrjali Svamiyar at Lord Padmanabha’s temple. %0
That would have made him the highest religious authority in Manukuladitya’s realm—
indeed, he was not one to shy away from self-praise, as the words “best of renunciants

58. See Narayanan 1969; and Easwaran Nampoothiry 1973: ix-xxiii.

59. Ramatirtha’s Anvayartha-prakasika on 4.61 (H. N. Apte 1918).

60. The argument may be briefly stated as follows. There is an ancient tradition that Sankara personally or
through his four famous students—Sure$vara, Padmapada, Hastamalaka, and Totaka—established four monasteries
in the city of Thrissur. Whatever one may think of the tradition itself, one of these four monasteries, the Natuvil
Matham that is associated with Sure$vara, is related to what is now its branch monastery located in the so-called
Mithranandapuram place, in the western part of the Padmanabha Svami Temple complex itself. A copper-plate
inscription attests to the existence of this monastery in the twelfth century (Nowicka 2019: 38—41). There is also,
two miles to the southeast of Trivandrum, an area called Manukuladitya-mangalam, which must have been a Brah-
min settlement donated by king Manukuladitya and therefore bearing his name; the area is a property of an old
Bhagavatl temple, the ownership of which rests with the sannyasins performing pusparijali at the Padmanabha
Svami temple, i.e., the same sannyasins as at the branch of the Natuvil Matham. So, by association, they would have
been in the monastery in late tenth century as well. The sannyasins of Natuvil Matham to this day do pusparijali
to Lord Padmanabha, which is the most important and prestigious service in the Temple. See Sanku Ayyar 1966;
Easwaran Nampoothiry 1973: xv—xvi. | am most thankful to Christophe Vielle for connecting the dots and providing
me with the sources.
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adorned by the name of ‘Sarvajiatman’” in the above-cited verse make apparent, indicating
perhaps someone accustomed to high honors—as well as intimately involved in the Temple
governance. But more importantly, he would have been daily engaged in offering flowers to
the image of the Lord, the most important religious function in the Temple.

In Sarvajiiatman then we have a case of an early Advaitin of enormous influence who
had more than just an affinity for Vaisnavism. If we take him as an illustration of early
post-Sankara Advaita Vedanta more generally, we may well imagine an intersection between
Advaita Vaisnavas—or Advaitins with Visnu and his forms as their ista-devata—with alle-
giance specifically to Sankara rather than someone like Mandana Misra on the one hand,
and Bhagavata Vaisnavas who were profoundly inspired by Sankara’s soteriology, of the
you-have-seven-days-to-live urgency to become free from Vedic ritual and social norms,
on the other. Both would have called themselves parama-bhagavatas.®' This intersection—
however wide or narrow its scope may have been—sometime in the ninth or tenth century,
with the Bhdgavata Purana already written down or still germinating, is the locus where we
should find the answer to our original question about the Badarayana-Vyasa identity and its
appearance in scholastic Vedanta. While we may not know the precise mechanism—where
geographically this would have happened and who precisely would have been involved at
exactly what time—the intersection provides the doctrinal locus and the required reasons for
Vyasa to become Badarayana.

That the Bhdgavata had so little formative influence on early Visistadvaita and
Srivaisnavism, where the Visnu Purana always kept the place of pride, makes to my mind
Yamuna’s and Ramanuja’s knowledge of the Badarayana-Vyasa identity derivative.

It remains possible, of course, that Guha, whom we mention earlier, was right and that our
early Vedantins knew all along something that we do not know, that Badarayana was recog-
nized as Vyasa transparently by everyone such that there was no need to be vocal about it.
This, however, is possible only to the degree that anything in the humanities is possible. It is
also possible that Vacaspati, if he was the first to pay homage to Vyasa, woke up one morn-
ing and thought, “today it feels like Vyasa wrote the BS, why don’t I pay homage to him.”
Others then followed suit, and the Bhagavata Purana welcomed this as a gift from heaven to
promote its message as the epitome of Vedanta and everything else. If, however, we take our
bearings in understanding wiy some Vedantins would have wanted to assert that Badarayana
was Vyasa and others would have been inclined to agree, then the account I have provided
here should be more satisfying.
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