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Motto: concluding verse of Vaṭeśvara’s commentary to the Mudrārākṣasa. 

Cover image: author’s vision of “Rākṣasa’s seal” based on an image of a lion capital from 

Sondhni (Mandasor), originally published in WILLIAMS 1973:53 and utilised here 

in what I deem to be fair use. The inscription (entirely fictitious) reads 

śrīrākṣasasya in characters appropriate to the region of Mandasor in the early 6th 

century. Why? RAFO. That is to say, Read And Find Out.  
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I. Prolegomena 



2 Part I. Prolegomena 

1. Objectives and Methodology 
The primary objective of this dissertation is to examine a Sanskrit drama, the 

Mudrārākṣasa of Viśākhadatta, as a text that was created and has survived as part of an 

organic web of other texts—hence the title, “A Textual and Intertextual Study.” My work 

is textual inasmuch as it anchors firmly in the texts themselves, primarily that of the 

Mudrārākṣasa. As a corollary of this, the backbone of my methodology is classical philology. 

Any study concerned with literature, no matter how abstract, is ultimately founded on a 

text, and the path by which an antique text may be approached is textual criticism. As 

Csaba DEZSŐ (2009:194–195) has recently pointed out to Hungarian readers, there is still 

plenty to be done in Indology at this fundamental level of textual scholarship. Thankfully, 

the Mudrārākṣasa has been edited critically, although the existing editions are not entirely 

adequate. Nonetheless many scholars who have constructed theories on the basis of this 

play—for instance about the date of its author or about the episode of ancient history that 

supplies its plot—have ignored the first-hand testimony of manuscripts and based their 

inferences only on the text reconstructed by one editor or another. While this fact does 

not automatically render such inferences invalid, a closer look at the actual texts, such as 

I strive to present herein, does in some cases call into question the very premises these 

inferences are based on. 

The other fundamental component of my approach to the Mudrārākṣasa is the idea 

of intertextuality. As pointed out by Graham ALLEN (2000:1–2), this keyword is “one of the 

most commonly used and misused terms in contemporary critical vocabulary” and is in 

danger of becoming all but meaningless. While I do not profess to be conversant with the 

nuances of intertextual theory, I believe that a simple distinction of two major schools 

may be salutary here. Post-structuralist intertextuality, originated by Julia Kristeva and 

brought to its logical extreme by Roland Barthes, points out that a text “answers not to an 

interpretation, even a liberal one, but to an explosion, a dissemination” since it is “woven 

entirely with citations, references, echoes, cultural languages … antecedent or contempo-

rary, which cut across it through and through in a vast stereophony” and concludes that 

“to try to find the ‘sources’, the ‘influences’ of a work, is to fall in with the myth of filia-

tion.”1 

While there is undeniable truth in these premises, the conclusion does not appear 

inevitable. As a mundane and perhaps not very apt parallel, I might note that the theory 

of gravity can be a very useful tool for enhancing our understanding of the physical uni-

verse even though planets and stars are not point masses following perfect orbits in a total 

vacuum. They are subject to a practically infinite multitude of influences and interactions, 

yet it is possible to attain a reasonably accurate model of the workings of, say, our solar 

system by taking into account only the Sun and the planets. It is well and good to keep in 

                                                        
 1 From Barthes’s De l'oeuvre au texte; English translation in BARTHES 1977:159–160. 
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mind—and stand in awe of—the “vast stereophony” of the heavenly choreography, but its 

immense complexity need not deter us from attempting to abstract basic principles that 

govern a sizeable portion of this complexity. 

Post-structuralist intertextual theory thus represents “a radical form of intertex-

tuality rather than intertextual theory as it might exist in critical practice” (ALLEN 2000:94). 

The alternative approach of structuralist intertextual theory, as represented by Gérard 

Genette, perceives literary works as “not original, unique, unitary wholes, but particular 

articulations … of an enclosed system,” and proposes that such a work “might not display 

its relation to the system, but the function of criticism is to do precisely that by rearrang-

ing the work back into its relation to the closed literary system” (ibid. 96). GENETTE (1997:1) em-

ploys the term intertextuality in a restricted sense, for “a relationship of copresence be-

tween two texts or among several texts: that is to say eidetically and typically as the actual 

presence of one text within another,” and coins the new term transtextuality for the over-

arching phenomenon comprising “all that sets the text in a relationship, whether obvious 

or concealed, with other texts” (ibid.). My dissertation is an attempt to identify and analyse 

some key components of this “textual transcendence” in the case of the Mudrārākṣasa, so 

it may have been called, perhaps more accurately in Genettian terminology (and definitely 

more presumptuously), a transtextual study rather than an intertextual one. 

Another alternative title could have been “Mudrārākṣasa in Context,” because my 

intention was to map out at least partially the various dimensions of the context in which 

this text exists. My exploration begins in Part II with putting the author in context, pri-

marily from a temporal viewpoint. I survey the numerous theories proposed so far regard-

ing the date of Viśākhadatta and examine the extent to which these are confirmed or ne-

gated by the evidence of this text and other texts. Part III seeks to place the story of the 

Mudrārākṣasa in context, essentially becoming a quest for the apparently lost story behind 

the play. In Genette’s terminology this part may be called a study in hypertextuality, de-

fined as “any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an earlier 

text A (I shall, of course, call it the hypotext), upon which it is grafted in a manner that is 

not that of commentary” (GENETTE 1997:5). Part IV is concerned with intertextuality in the 

narrower Genettian sense, discussing allusion and quotation, two of the three phenomena 

which GENETTE (ibid. 2) mentions as examples of an intertextual relationship, and touching 

on the third, plagiarism. This part also includes a brief foray into the dimension of textual 

connections on the level of preferred poetic metres. 

Genette’s concept of metatextuality, “the relationship most often labelled ‘com-

mentary’” which “unites a given text to another of which it speaks” (GENETTE 1997:4) is not 

represented by a separate part here. It does, however, play a recurring role in my disser-

tation through references to several pre-modern commentaries on the Mudrārākṣasa, in-

cluding an unpublished commentary that I have studied extensively from manuscripts. 

The issue of metatextuality is also relevant to the part of my conclusions where I discuss 

the reasons for which the Mudrārākṣasa has been preserved through the ages (page 224). 
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There is also no separate part dedicated to paratexts, which GENETTE (2001:1) describes as 

“verbal or other productions, such as an author’s name, a title, a preface, illustrations” 

which “ensure the text’s presence in the world” and comprise a threshold or “a zone be-

tween text and off-text, a zone not only of transition but also of transaction.” I do, however, 

touch on paratextual issues in a discussion of the title of the play, and repeatedly in con-

nection with the opening invocation, prelude and closing benediction of the work. 

The one component of Genette’s transtextuality that this dissertation does not 

consider is that of architextuality, “the entire set of general or transcendent categories—

types of discourse, modes of enunciation, literary genres—from which emerges each sin-

gular text” (GENETTE 1997:1). Although the excursion into the question of metres in Part IV 

may probably be described as an architextual study, I do not venture to examine the situ-

ation of the Mudrārākṣasa in relation to the genre of classical Sanskrit drama and the other 

known embodiments of this genre, much less to discuss its aesthetics. There are two prag-

matic reasons why I avoid this. On the one hand, my objective throughout my dissertation 

is to stick close to the textual ground, whereas such an analysis would require soaring at a 

height above it. On the other hand, there are temporal and spatial limitations to consider, 

and the exploration of this topic to the depth (or rather, height) it deserves would have 

inevitably resulted in a major transgression of these limitations. 

A new and in-depth study of the Mudrārākṣasa from a viewpoint of drama criti-

cism, both modern and classical Indian, would certainly be a useful achievement. Maria 

Christopher BYRSKI (1975:445) saw a “weakness inherent in the way Sanskrit drama is usu-

ally expounded” by western scholars, namely that they have failed to apply the criteria of 

Indian aesthetics, and proceeded to present a personal interpretation of Indian drama the-

ory and demonstrate its application on the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa and Svapnavāsavadatta 

of Bhāsa (BYRSKI 1979). Similarly, Edwin GEROW (1979:559) observed that “the Sanskrit 

Drama is studied almost exclusively in its historical or cultural dimensions. It is remarka-

ble that the great dramas … have not been subjected to the kind of stringent structural 

analysis, concentrated on the drama’s action, that our own critical tradition insists upon.” 

He (ibid. 561) credited Byrski for rekindling interest in a different mode of interpretation 

and demonstrated his own ideas through an investigation of the plot of the 

Abhijñānaśākuntala from the perspective of classical Indian drama theory (GEROW 1979 and 

1980). GOODWIN (1998:xiv) described Byrski’s approach as “too reverently idealistic” and 

Gerow’s as “a virtuoso feat, if not entirely persuasive,” and he too in turn demonstrated 

his own approach on a number of dramas. 

Modern literary criticism of the Mudrārākṣasa probably begins with DHRUVA 

(1930:267–268), who gives a “dramaturgical analysis” consisting of the identification of 

each of the junctures of classical Sanskrit drama theory with particular points in the text, 

followed by a brief “time analysis” giving the time of year at which he believes each act of 
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the play to take place.2 DEVASTHALI (1948:51–84) presents a “critical appreciation” of the 

Mudrārākṣasa from a mostly contemporary perspective, discusses its characters (ibid. 85–

101) and examines the qualities of Viśākhadatta as a dramatist (ibid. 108–127), while RUBEN 

(1956:9–149) gives the first in-depth analysis of the plot of the play. BYRSKI (1986) and 

GOODWIN (1998:111–129) both apply their respective methods of drama criticism to the 

Mudrārākṣasa; the former is interested mainly in the cosmic and spiritual dimensions of 

the play, the latter in its humanistic implications. CHATTOPADHYAY (1993:27–35) discusses 

how the Mudrārākṣasa fits into the classification scheme of classical Indian drama theory 

and attempts to identify the hero (nāyaka) of the play according to its tenets. Thus assured 

that the study of the Mudrārākṣasa as a literary work of art of the dramatic genre is not an 

entirely white spot on the map of Indological scholarship, I begin my own textual and in-

tertextual study. 

                                                        
 2 SASTRI (1931) also attempts to assign a calendrical date to various events of the plot; see page 80 for a brief 

discussion. 
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2. Conventions 

Transliteration 

Throughout this dissertation Sanskrit and Prakrit words are transliterated3 ac-

cording to the IAST standard.4 The anusvāra is generally represented by ṃ; I have, however, 

used ṁ in my metrical analysis to distinguish Prakrit anunāsika (nasalisation that does not 

alter the prosodical length of a vowel), and m̐ to indicate candrabindu in n+l saṃdhi. The 

visarga is normally transliterated as ḥ, but where Hillebrandt’s edition of the Mudrārākṣasa 

uses a jihvāmūlīya in Māgadhī Prakrit, I use ẖ for its transliteration. 

When citing Sanskrit text, I add spaces between independent words not joined in 

vowel saṃdhi wherever the Latin script allows it, even if these would be as a rule written 

without a space in Devanagari. Occasionally, when I deem it helpful for the interpretation 

of ambiguous passages, I add punctuation such as commas and question marks to Sanskrit 

texts, but in general I retain the original punctuation, indicating daṇḍas with full stops in 

prose and single and double bars at the ends of half-verses. As a rule I do not analyse com-

pound words into their constituent parts, but do so occasionally for long titles, complex 

and ambiguous compounds and long dvandvas. 

For the occasional Persian, Arabic and Chinese name or word, I have attempted 

to follow the transliteration practice currently favoured by scholars of the relevant fields; 

any errors or inconsistencies in this respect are my own. 

References 

References to modern scholarly publications follow an author–date system (e.g. 

DEVADATTA 1999). The alphabetical list of references for all parts of my dissertation is given 

in the Bibliography on page 255ff. For the sake of brevity references to specific pages ap-

pear simply after a colon that follows the year of the publication (e.g. DEVADATTA 1999:15); 

references to notes on a page are indicated by the letter n and, if applicable, the number 

of the note (e.g. DEVADATTA 1999:15n1). For publications in Indic languages that use Deva-

nagari page numbers, the number in the reference is converted to Arabic numerals for 

ease of reading; however, publications that use both Western and Devanagari numerals for 

pages in their different sections, are referred to with Devanagari page numbers when ap-

plicable (e.g. DEVADATTA 1999:३२). 

When referring to classical authors, I generally use verse numbers (preceded by 

chapter, canto or other section numbers as applicable); where no such numbering is avail-

able in the edition I consulted for a particular text, I refer to page numbers in the edition. 

                                                        
 3 Except for direct quotations from other scholars who used Devanagari interspersed with Roman script, and 

a single short citation in Brajbhāṣā, which I prefer to print in Devanagari. 
 4 See e.g. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Alphabet_of_Sanskrit_Transliteration. 
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The list of all classical works cited or referred to is given in the Bibliography on page 252, 

cross-referenced to the list of modern publications where full bibliographical data of the 

editions may be found. As for works consisting of a mixture of (numbered) verse and 

(unnumbered) prose—such as drama and including, of course, the Mudrārākṣasa—I refer to 

prose sections with the number of the verse immediately preceding the locus in question. 

References to and citations from the text of the Mudrārākṣasa always follow the 

text reconstructed by HILLEBRANDT (1912) unless otherwise noted.5 However, there are a 

few glitches in Hillebrandt’s numbering (which identifies verses by both a sequential num-

ber restarted after each act, and by a cumulative sequential number from the beginning 

of the play to the end). These cause some ambiguity, which I have corrected.6 Hillebrandt 

marked both the ultimate and the penultimate verse of Act 2 as number 24 within that act. 

The cumulative numbers are correct here, but the correct within-act number of the last 

verse is 2.25. Hillebrandt’s cumulative number for the last verse of Act 4 is identical to that 

of the first verse of Act 5 (that is to say, both 4.22 and 5.1 are identified as number 108), 

and all subsequent cumulative numbers are shifted down by one. Therefore 1 must be sub-

tracted from all the (correct) cumulative verse numbers over 108 given herein to obtain 

the (incorrect) cumulative numbers used by Hillebrandt. Beside Hillebrandt, I also often 

cite the critical text of Telang. References to the text of Telang without a date are to the 

6th edition (TELANG 1918). 

Translations of Mudrārākṣasa quotations are, unless otherwise specified, my own. 

The English translation of a particular Sanskrit segment may appear in slightly different 

form in different parts of this dissertation, depending on the context in which and purpose 

for which that particular segment is cited. Readings from manuscripts of the Mudrārākṣasa 

are based on the apparatuses of HILLEBRANDT (1912) and TELANG (1918); see page 12 for a 

summary of manuscript data. 

Abbreviations 

There being no necessity of economising on page space, I have by and large 

avoided the use of abbreviations, except for some common ones such as MSS for “manu-

scripts” and v for “verse.” In places where space is an issue, such as tables, I hope that 

whatever abbreviations I have been forced to use will be self-evident. I have also used ab-

breviations for the titles of Sanskrit texts referred to repeatedly, such as MR for Mudrā-

rākṣasa and AŚ for Arthaśāstra. The list of such abbreviations is incorporated into the list of 

classical works referred to, on page 252. 

                                                        
 5 Note that Hillebrandt generally resolves consonant saṃdhi at the end of verse quarters; in keeping with 

general conventions, I have restored saṃdhi at the ends of odd pādas. 
 6 See Appendix B. Verses of the Mudrārākṣasa on page 242 for a complete correspondence list of Mudrārākṣasa 

verses as numbered in Hillebrandt’s and Telang’s editions. 
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3. The Play 

Introduction 

The themes that form the subject of classical Indian theatre are widely varied, yet 

the plot of the Mudrārākṣasa is practically unique among them. While most Sanskrit plays 

are centred on gallant adventures and comical situations, Viśākhadatta’s drama about 

“Mr. Fiend and the Seal”7 has unadulterated intrigue and political manoeuvring at its hub. 

A parade of secret agents, deadly poison damsels, hidden escape tunnels and tricks within 

tricks serve to entertain the audience or reader, and the play is as action-packed and grave 

as any modern cloak-and-dagger novel. In the words of Michael Coulson, 

Rākshasa’s Ring is unique in Sanskrit literature. If … a Sanskrit play may be 
looked on as a fairy tale subjected to a process of literary sophistication, then this 
play is such a fairy tale subjected to a further process of political sophistication. It 
cannot be seen … as a realistic political drama [as it] is unashamedly a piece of col-
ourful story-telling, but deeply imbued at the same time with a sense of man as a 
political animal.8 

The story presented in the drama9 is based on historical events and characters. 

Magadha—the first true empire of Indian history after the Indus-valley civilisation—was 

ruled in the 4th century BCE by the dynasty of the Nandas. Around the time Alexander the 

Great withdrew from the north-western regions of the Indian subcontinent (320 BCE or 

thereabouts), an upstart named Candragupta took over Pāṭaliputra, the capital of the Nan-

das, and established his sovereignty in the eastern Gangetic plain. His empire became a 

true superpower of his age, and by the time of his grandson, the famous Aśoka, subjugated 

nearly the whole of the subcontinent. 

Tradition10 holds that his rise to power was expedited by an ingenious advisor 

called Cāṇakya or Kauṭilya, 11  the purported author of the Arthaśāstra, India’s classical 

speculum principum. While Candragupta is beyond doubt a genuine historical personage, 

objective history is far less certain about Cāṇakya, whose larger-than-life figure seems to 

                                                        
 7 See page 10 for more on the subtleties of the title. 
 8 COULSON 1981:167. 
 9 Readers not already familiar with the story of the Mudrārākṣasa or wishing to refresh their knowledge of it 

are advised to consult Appendix A. , which begins with a quick act-by-act overview of the play on page 234 
and continues with a summary of the plot. Appendix C. Dramatis Personae (page 249ff.) contains a list of all 
the characters appearing or referred to in the text. 

 10 See Part III (page 89ff.). 
 11 The name Cāṇakya is probably patronymic, while Kauṭilya, “guile,” looks like a nickname but may in fact 

be a gotra name. The politician’s personal name may have been Viṣṇugupta. See page 98 for further 
discussion. 
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have been enhanced by tradition and is probably a combination of several people in dif-

ferent ages, supplemented with a healthy dose of imagination. These two personages play 

a central role in the Mudrārākṣasa, along with a third pivotal character, the minister 

Rākṣasa. His name is not known from any independent sources and thus he may well have 

been invented by the poet.12 

Rākṣasa is the able and faithful counsellor of the Nanda dynasty, which has been 

entirely extirpated by the time the action of the play commences. The minister is thus left 

with a single purpose in life: to avenge his deceased masters by any means whatsoever.13 

To this end he attaches himself to a young and ambitious barbarian prince called Malaya-

ketu to retake the city of Pāṭaliputra and topple Candragupta. Cāṇakya, however, foils all 

his plots with preternatural luck and fiendish intelligence. Indeed, Cāṇakya’s coldly de-

tached Machiavellian pragmatism is in sharp contrast with the fallible humanity of 

Rākṣasa, a fiend in name only. Yet the ultimate purpose of Cāṇakya is not to annihilate 

Rākṣasa, but to win him over to Candragupta’s side, so that Cāṇakya may retire to the for-

est and live an ascetic’s life. It is as though Cāṇakya were not of this world, but an avatar 

who manifests himself in this world only as long as he absolutely must, to restore dharma 

to balance by whatever methods and then leave mere humans to their own frail devices 

once again.14 

It is precisely Rākṣasa’s frailty—if frailty it is—that leaves him prone to coercion. 

Cāṇakya’s manoeuvres pull the carpet from under Rākṣasa’s feet, discrediting him in the 

eyes of the rash barbarian prince Malayaketu. Rudderless, the minister drifts back to 

Pāṭaliputra where he is offered a simple if cruel choice: swear fealty to Candragupta or be 

responsible for the execution of his closest friend. This friend, Candanadāsa, is a wealthy 

commoner who had hidden and protected Rākṣasa’s family after Candragupta’s occupa-

tion of the capital. Rākṣasa is by this time ready to die, though well aware that his death 

achieves nothing. The one thing he is not ready to do is to cause the death of his friend, 

for the sake of whom he is willing to relinquish even his revenge. 

The purpose of the preliminary part of this dissertation is to provide some basic 

information about the play and its author for the sake of readers who are as yet unfamiliar 

with the Mudrārākṣasa or wish to refresh their knowledge of it. Thus the Prolegomena pre-

sent little original research and are mostly a repetition of what others have written in 

their more detailed introductions to Viśākhadatta’s play. Such expositions include, but are 

                                                        
 12 See page 151ff. for further discussion. 
 13 Summarised poignantly in MR 2.6(34): devaḥ svargagato ’pi śātravavadhenārādhitaḥ syād iti, “…so that his 

majesty, though departed to heaven, may rejoice in the slaughter of his enemies.” 
 14 Compare the words of the Bhagavadgītā (4.7–8 = Mahābhārata 6.26.7–8) that practically every Hindu knows 

by heart, yadā yadā hi dharmasya glānir bhavati bhārata| abhyutthānam adharmasya tadātmānaṃ sṛjāmy aham|| 
paritrāṇāya sādhūnāṃ vināśāya ca duṣkṛtām| dharmasaṃsthāpanārthāya saṃbhavāmi yuge yuge|| Note also that 
the two invocatory verses (MR 1.1 and 1.2) practically equate the Cāṇakya of the intradiegetic world of the 
play with Śiva of the extradiegetic divine plane. If Viśākhadatta did think of him as an avatar, it was one of 
Śiva, a sterner master than the Viṣṇu/Kṛṣṇa of the Gītā (though the latter is no less terrifying in his 
universal form). GOODWIN (1998) in his sensitive analysis of the Mudrārākṣasa draws attention to the ways in 
which Cāṇakya’s portrayal makes him analogous to Fate and Death. 
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not limited to: Kashinath Trimbak Telang’s Introduction to his edition (TELANG 1918:1–37), 

Keśavalāla Harshadharāya Dhruva’s Introduction to his own edition (DHRUVA 1930:ix–

xxviii), Govind Vinayak Devasthali’s general overview (DEVASTHALI 1948), and Walter Ru-

ben’s thorough book about many aspects of the Mudrārākṣasa including intertextual stud-

ies (RUBEN 1956). 

The Title 

I translated the title of our play above as “Mr. Fiend and the Seal.” In the Sanskrit 

title, mudrā basically means a seal (both the instrument and its impression) and its specific 

senses include “signet ring,” while rākṣasa, literally “demonic,” or “demon,”15 is the name 

of one of the most prominent characters. My simplistic translation contains a fairly literal 

English equivalent for both members of the compound and little else. Authors writing in 

English about the play have opted for a variety of titles, from minimalist “Signet Rākṣasa” 

(WARDER 1977:264) to various interpretive translations such as “Rákshasa’s Ring” (COULSON 

2005) and “The Minister’s Seal” (VAN BUITENEN 1968). While the possessive found in the 

latter two versions does indeed sound logical, it is certainly an unlikely interpretation of 

the actual Sanskrit compound. 

Titles of Sanskrit dramas often follow such a template, consisting of two com-

pounded words, the relationship of which is not quite evident.16 A widespread Indian com-

mentarial tradition (also accepted by several venerable modern Indologists17) declares 

that compound titles like Mudrārākṣasa and Abhijñānaśākuntala should be analysed as a spe-

cial type of compound called uttarapadalopa, “one in which the latter word is elided.” That 

is to say, the first member of the compound is to be seen as a “virtual compound” with an 

elided latter member that needs to be supplied.18 The purported uttarapadalopa compound 

then needs to be turned into a bahuvrīhi, which takes the case ending from the word nāṭaka 

it qualifies. The title of our play would thus mean “[a drama] in which Rākṣasa [is con-

quered] with a seal.” 

LEVITT (2005:212–213) suggests a different analysis of such titles, invoking a gram-

matical rule by which a vṛddhi derivative of a noun may mean a book written with the 

primary noun as its subject,19 and explains drama titles as instrumental tatpuruṣa com-

pounds in the sense that the second member is distinguished by means of the first one. 

                                                        
 15 See page 153 for a discussion of why Mr. Fiend might bear such a strange name. 
 16 The commentary to the Vakroktijīvita (a 10th-century text on literary aesthetics by Kuntaka; the 

commentary is probably his own) specifically mentions the title of the Mudrārākṣasa as an example of a 
good title that hints at the hero and the plot, but is not straightforward. 

 17 See LEVITT 2005:199 for a list and references. 
 18 A straightforward analogue in English would be the contrast between compounds such as “sloe-eyed” and 

“doe-eyed.” While the former means a person whose eyes are like sloe berries, the latter obviously does 
not mean a person whose eyes are like does, but one whose eyes are like the eyes of a doe, i.e. “doe-eyed” is 
actually “doe-eye-eyed,” with the latter part of the first member elided. Instead of uttarapadalopa, later 
grammarians call such compounds madhyamapadalopa because, from the perspective of the entire 
compound, it is the middle member that is elided (DESHPANDE 1986:254). 

 19 Aṣṭādhyāyī 4.3.87, adhikṛtya kṛte granthe. 
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That is to say, in our case it is the mudrā, “seal,” that makes this particular instance of a 

rākṣasam, “story about Rākṣasa” different from all other instances. LEVITT (ibid. 221–224) 

also suggests that such titles were used as puzzles for the literati, possibly released to the 

prospective audience as a sort of “teaser” before the presentation of plays in order to gen-

erate and maintain interest in the forthcoming spectacle. 

Editions 

The primary edition of the Mudrārākṣasa that I have used while working on this 

dissertation is by Alfred HILLEBRANDT (1912). Among existing editions this is the closest to 

a reliable text-critical work based on the largest number of manuscripts. The critical text 

reconstructed by Hillebrandt shows a heavy bias toward the Paris manuscript, whose read-

ings the editor tends to accept even where contradicted by all other witnesses and, occa-

sionally, common sense. Hillebrandt’s edition includes a very brief introduction describ-

ing his manuscript sources, and an index of the Prakrit words used in the play. His appa-

ratus occasionally lists the readings found in the commentaries of Vaṭeśvara, Graheśvara 

and Ratināthacakrin. 

Another extremely useful edition which I have consulted almost as often as Hil-

lebrandt’s is that of Kashinath Trimbak TELANG (1884). This was the first critical edition of 

the play ever prepared and uses a selection of manuscripts different from Hillebrandt’s. 

Telang’s critical text is also biased: he generally selects readings that match the commen-

tary of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, which is printed in his edition. Telang’s edition also includes a text-

critical notice and an extremely thorough introduction, as well as an appendix with me-

ticulous notes and an index of verses. 

Regrettably, both these editions have a major shortcoming: they lack a positive 

apparatus. Since both editors have used several incomplete manuscripts and only partially 

collated some manuscripts which, though complete, they considered second rate, it is next 

to impossible to ascertain which, if any, of their witnesses actually support the reading 

they adopted for a particular locus of their critical text. 

Previous to Telang’s work, five editions of the Mudrārākṣasa had been published, 

four of which were prepared in Calcutta and one in Mysore.20 None of these were critical 

editions, although two of the earlier Calcutta editions did indicate some variant readings 

(TELANG 1884:v–vi). One of these, prepared in 1831 by Tārānātha Tarkavācaspati, was in-

cluded among the witnesses consulted by Telang in his edition.21 Another one, prepared 

by Jīvānanda Vidyāsāgara Bhaṭṭācāryya in 1881,22 includes two different stories of the 

events preliminary to the Mudrārākṣasa. 

                                                        
 20 For publication details see SCHUYLER 1965:94. 
 21 I have not personally studied this edition. 
 22 Which I have consulted in its sixth edition, BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935. 
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Two further editions deserve mention here: the one prepared by Keśavalāla 

Harshadarāya Dhruva in 190023 and the one by Moreshwar Ramachandra Kale in 1922.24 

Dhruva did consult manuscripts for his edition, but relied mainly on the text and appa-

ratus of Telang (and, for his subsequent editions, also those of Hillebrandt). His aim in 

presenting his text (DHRUVA 1923:iv) was not to report the testimony of the majority of 

witnesses or to reconstruct a putative author’s version, but to create a reasonably con-

sistent and “good” text. His edition also contains a detailed introduction, an English trans-

lation,25 copious notes and several appendices including a table of the metres used in the 

play. Kale’s edition, prepared mainly for the use of students, includes the commentary of 

Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, an English translation geared towards an accurate rendering of the syntax 

of the Sanskrit text, plenty of notes, an introduction including some aspects of Indian 

drama theory, and appendices including verse metres and rhetorical figures. 

Manuscripts 

This dissertation is not based on a direct study of Mudrārākṣasa manuscripts. 

Wherever manuscript readings are referred to, these are based on the information availa-

ble in the critical apparatus of the editions by Hillebrandt and Telang. HILLEBRANDT (1912:iv) 

notes in his introduction that his principal witnesses N, P, B and M (marked by bold face 

in Table 1 below) had never been used before. He assigns his manuscripts to two groups, 

saying that N, P, B, K and M along with Telang’s E constitute a group which in his opinion 

“contains the best and most reliable text.” The other group he calls “the Telang group,” 

but unfortunately fails to state clearly whether all his MSS except those listed above belong 

to this group. TELANG (1918:4) also assigns his manuscripts to two groups. One of these, 

comprised of MSS A, P, M, R and K, serves as his primary source and preserves a text very 

close to that known to the commentator Ḍhuṇḍhirāja. The other group consists of his MSS 

B, E, N and G (where B is in fact not a manuscript, but the Calcutta edition of 

Tarkavācaspati). 

For quick reference I have compiled the chief characteristics of these MSS in Table 

1 (Hillebrandt) and Table 2 (Telang). The descriptions have been culled from HILLEBRANDT 

1885:107–109, 1905:429–436 and 1912:iv–vi, and from TELANG 1918:6–10. Sigla are high-

lighted in these tables for manuscripts on which each scholar primarily relied in preparing 

his edition. 
  

                                                        
 23 Of which I have used the second and third revised editions, DHRUVA 1923 and 1930. 
 24 Consulted in the sixth edition, KALE 1976. 
 25 This was apparently the first complete English translation of the Mudrārākṣasa, and was published by 

Dhruva in his 1923 second edition but not included in the first. Dhruva had also published a Gujarati 
translation of the play in instalments, back in 1884–1888. 
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Table 1. Overview of Hillebrandt’s sources 

Siglum Region/Script Age Remarks 

B Benares 16th C? devanāgarī, incomplete, with reliable Māgadhī26 

b Benares ? incomplete, devanagarī, “without special value” 

Be Benares 16th C? incomplete, faulty 

Bi Bikaner (modern) modern copy of a Bikaner MS, includes Vaṭeśvara 

Ch ? ? incomplete, faulty, from good original (Chambers coll., Berlin) 

K Nepal 19th C Nepali MS, at most 100 years old (in 1905) 

L South (modern) modern copy of a southern MS (India Office) 

l South? ? carelessly written, “very moderate value” (India Office) 

M Malayalam (old) palm leaf “a good and independent tradition” (India Office) 

My Mysore ? Mysore Government Library 

Mys Mysore ? Mysore Government Library 

N Nepal 14th C Hillebrandt’s oldest, in Cambridge 

P Bengali (old) Hillebrandt’s best preserved (Paris) 

T Telugu (modern) paper with Telugu script, India Office 

t Telugu (old) undated southern palm leaf, India Office 

Table 2. Overview of Telang’s sources 

Siglum Region/Script Age Remarks 

A Benares 17th C dated 1653 Śaka (~1731 CE), includes Ḍhuṇḍhirāja 

B Bengal 1831 the Calcutta edition of Tārānātha Tarkavācaspati 

E Gujarat? 17th C? contains many mistakes27 

G Gujarat 17th C incomplete, 2-300 years old (in 1884) 

K Maharashtra (modern) modern partial copy, Kolhapur 

M Telugu (old) undated palm leaf MS 

N Nāgpur c. 1800 probably turn of 19th C, probably copied in Benares 

P Maharashtra 19th C Poona, copied in Jejurī in the late 19th century 

R Telugu (old) undated southern palm leaf 

  

                                                        
 26 This manuscript bears the date saṃvat 1570. There is no indication of the calendar used, and Hillebrandt 

does not venture to guess. The 16th-century date is based on assuming Vikrama saṃvat, in which case the 
date is circa 1514 CE. If, however, the copyist used Śaka saṃvat, then the date is circa 1648 CE. 

 27 This MS bears the date saṃvat 1704. Here the assumption that the date is in the Vikrama calendar is 
Telang’s own, but still no more than an assumption. If it were in the Śaka calendar, then the equivalent 
would be 1788 CE. 
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Note that there is a slight overlap between the two tables. HILLEBRANDT (1912:vi) 

mentions that his MS t (obviously unimportant in his eye, as shown by the lowercase sig-

lum and the total lack of a description in his edition) is identical to Telang’s R (one of the 

five principal witnesses for Telang). Moreover, Hillebrandt’s MS L is either identical or 

very closely related to Telang’s P (also of principal importance in Telang’s edition).28 

Commentaries 

The extent of pre-modern Indian interest in the Mudrārākṣasa is impressively il-

lustrated by the number of commentaries written on the play. The sole published com-

mentary is the one written by Ḍhuṇḍhirāja and printed in Telang’s edition of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. The text is based primarily or entirely on a single manuscript (of the Mudrārākṣasa 

with this commentary), which was inscribed at a time very close to the composition of the 

text and bears the siglum A in Telang’s apparatus (TELANG 1884:iii). Telang provides no 

information about the extent to which he has emended or rearranged Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s text. 

The commentary is reprinted in Kale’s edition of the play, but this seems to have been 

copied with many errors from Telang’s edition. 

Ḍhuṇḍhirāja wrote his commentary (titled Mudrārākṣasavyākhyā) in 1713 CE29 and 

introduces himself as the son of Lakṣmaṇa in the family of Vyāsa, 30  and a protégé of 

Tryambaka Adhvarin, a minister to King Śarabhajī. This king, better known as Serfoji I, was 

one of the Bhonsle rulers of Tañjāvūr (Tanjore) who reigned from 1711 to 1729. His court 

has been described (POLLOCK 2003:99–100) as “a place of intense transformation [where 

v]ernacular-language literary production showed considerable flair, and indeed, Sanskrit 

scholarship was of a high order.” Ḍhuṇḍhi’s commentary commences with an introduction 

of himself and his background, followed by a section called Kathopodghāta, containing a 

                                                        
 28 Both these MSS contain a fragment of an untraced commentary interpolated before the concluding verse 

of the play. The text ittham atrātigambhīraśubhodarkacāṇakyanayasaṃvidhānena candraguptasācivyapada-
lābhaparituṣṭo mahāmātyo rākṣasa ity āśāste || bharatavākyam|| is quoted identically in TELANG 1918:7 and 
HILLEBRANDT 1912:201. HILLEBRANDT (1912:v) describes MS L as a “[m]odern copy of a MS. of apparently 
Southindian [sic] origin,” while TELANG (1918:6–7) tells us that his MS P, “probably not even as much as fifty 
years old,” was copied at Jejuri, and is presently in Poona. If these two MSS were indeed identical, 
Hillebrandt would presumably have noticed and pointed this out while preparing his edition. It is 
therefore most likely that Hillebrandt’s L and Telang’s P are copies of the same hyparchetype, and 
probably close to one another in age. It also appears that they have several siblings: TELANG (1918:9–10) 
mentions another modern copy from Nāsik, which he did not collate for his edition, but which agreed 
closely with his P and also contained the interpolated commentary fragment, while HILLEBRANDT (1885:108–
109) describes a MS in the Cambridge University Library with the same interpolation, and observes that it 
is similar to Telang’s Nāsik manuscript. 

 29 Śaka saṃvat 1635, bāṇāgny-ṛtu-mahī-saṃkhyā-mite ’bde jayanāmake| ḍhuṇḍhinā vyākṛtaṃ jīyān Mudrā-
rākṣasanāṭakam. See also TELANG 1884:xxxiv. 

 30 Verse 22, budho ḍhuṇḍhir nāmnā jagati vidito lakṣmaṇasudhīmaṇeḥ śrīmadvyāsānvayajaladhicandrasya tanayaḥ| 
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brief versified summary of the events preliminary to the action of the play.31 The commen-

tary itself is very verbose and erudite, with numerous notes identifying various tropes and 

dramaturgical nexuses as defined in Indian literary aesthetics. 

Another commentary that has received some attention from scholars is the 

Mudrāprakāśa composed by Vaṭeśvara Miśra, son of Gaurīpati. Part of my research prelim-

inary to writing this dissertation was a study of this commentary from Nepalese manu-

scripts,32 and all citations and summaries of the Mudrāprakāśa herein derive from this 

study. In my estimate33 Vaṭeśvara probably lived in the 14th century somewhere in the 

north-eastern parts of India. HILLEBRANDT (1885 and 1905) has published short excerpts 

from his work, and it was known already to WILSON (1835) who opined that Vaṭeśvara “la-

boured with more pains than success to give a double interpretation to the composition, 

and to present it as a system of policy as well as a play” (ibid. 128). Indeed, in addition to 

facilitating the interpretation of the actual text of the Mudrārākṣasa, Vaṭeśvara sees in-

structions on proper polity in even the most harmless sentences of the play.34 His com-

mentary, when not waxing enthusiastic over secret teachings, is terse and he skips over 

most prose sections, offering detailed analysis only of the verses. 

Hillebrandt occasionally reports in his apparatus readings from two other com-

mentators, Graheśvara and Ratināthacakrin. The work of the former seems, like 

Vaṭeśvara’s, to focus mainly on a purported secret message of political science. 35 

Graheśvara was the son of Siddheśvara and a native of Tīrabhukti, the northern part of 

modern Bihar (DHRUVA 1930:xxvii). I have no information about the date or location of 

Ratināthacakrin; HILLEBRANDT (1905:431, here using the name Ratināthacakravartin) says 

that he studied this commentary in a modern manuscript, and that it emphasises the “dou-

ble meaning” of the drama—presumably a secret political message. Further commentaries, 

none of which seem to have been studied by modern scholars, are reported in DHRUVA 

1930:xxvii and KRISHNAMACHARIAR 1937:608.36 

                                                        
 31 See page 130 for a discussion. 
 32 Microfilmed and made available to the Department of Indo-European Studies at ELTE University by the 

Nepalese–German Manuscript Cataloguing Project (NGMCP). 
 33 His terminus post quem is provided by a number of 12th-century works (on lexicography and drama theory) 

that he cites. Most of these were composed in the eastern region of north India. Notably, he does not cite 
Hemacandra, “the uncrowned king of medieval lexicography” (VOGEL 1979:335), who flourished early in the 
12th century in Gujarat, which implies that Vaṭeśvara was not very far removed from Hemacandra in time. 
The oldest manuscript that I have studied (NGMCP MS No. NAK 1/1645, Microfilm Reel No. A20/7, wrongly 
catalogued as “Mudrārākṣasa”) seems on palaeographic grounds to belong to the mid to late 15th century, 
supplying a terminus ante quem for the commentary. 

 34 See the notes on page 224 for some examples. 
 35 Indeed, it appears that Hillebrandt sometimes confused the two commentators. Some passages he cites in 

his apparatus criticus ascribed to Graheśvara are in fact from Vaṭeśvara, and once at least he has remarked 
(HILLEBRANDT 1905:432n1) that he wrote the name of Vaṭeśvara instead of Graheśvara in a previous 
publication of his. If DHRUVA (1930:xxvii) is correct in stating that Graheśvara mentions Vaṭeśvara as his 
guru, this would explain the similarity of the two commentaries. 

 36 The commentaries mentioned by Krishnamachariar include one by Maheśvara and one by Śarabhabhūpa. 
About the former, both HILLEBRANDT (1905:432n1) and DHRUVA (1930:xxvii) observe that it is erroneous for 
Graheśvara. About the latter, KRISHNAMACHARIAR (1937:608n8) observes that this is a king of Tanjore, so 
presumably this is in fact the commentary of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, written under the patronage of this monarch. 
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4. The Author 

His Person and Family 

All that is known for certain about the author of the Mudrārākṣasa is what he him-

self tells us in the prologue to the play in the words of the sūtradhāra. Hillebrandt’s edition 

of 1912 and Telang’s 6th edition of 1918 both agree that the author is introduced as sāmanta-

vaṭeśvaradatta-pautrasya mahārāja-bhāskaradatta-sūnoḥ kaver Viśākhadattasya, “(of) the poet 

Viśākhadatta, son of mahārāja Bhāskaradatta and (paternal) grandson of sāmanta 

Vaṭeśvaradatta.” However, even the certitude of this meagre genealogical information is 

doubtful, as there are a number of variant readings for each of the names. 

To begin with the poet himself, he is actually called Viśākhadeva rather than 

Viśākhadatta in no less than five of Hillebrandt’s and three of Telang’s manuscripts.37 

While the name Viśālatta, found in a single manuscript of Hillebrandt’s edition, can rea-

sonably be dismissed as a corruption of Viśākhadatta, the variant Viśākhadeva is so widely 

attested that it cannot be dismissed out of hand. Though it is not impossible that tradition 

conflated two different poets, only one of whom was the author of the Mudrārākṣasa, it is 

quite safe to assume38 that these two names refer interchangeably to one and the same 

person. 

The name of the poet’s father is even more questionable. The reading mahārāja-

bhāskaradatta, adopted into the critical text of both Hillebrandt and Telang, seems39 to be 

found in just one single manuscript, namely the Paris MS which Hillebrandt considered 

best preserved. Of Telang’s MSS, most read mahārāja-pada-bhāk-pṛthu, making our poet the 

son of “Pṛthu, [who was] entitled to the rank of mahārāja,” and the two that do not agree 

on this reading deviate from it only slightly.40 A scrutiny of Hillebrandt’s apparatus reveals 

that his variants are centred around the same reading, though only one (Be) supports it 

literally, while all the others (except P) are variants of it.41 

As for the grandfather’s name, the picture more consistent. Beside 

Vaṭeśvaradatta, there are three known variants—Vaṭakeśvaradatta, Bhaṭṭeśvaradatta and 

                                                        
 37 Manuscripts N, Be, M, l and Bi in Hillebrandt; E, B and N in Telang. See Table 1 and Table 2 on page 13 for a 

summary of the MSS. 
 38 See also note 57 on page 20. 
 39 Unfortunately, neither of the two editors has provided a positive apparatus (see page 11). In the present 

case, this much is certain: none of the MSS the editors considered reliable support the reading mahārāja-
bhāskaradatta, except for Hillebrandt’s P. 

 40 Telang’s apparatus explicitly says that all his witnesses except P and K share this reading. P reads mahārāja-
pṛthu, while K’s reading is mahārāja-pada-bhāk-pṛthak. Both are in all likelihood due to corruption, as the 
first is a simplification, while the second is simply garbled. 

 41 The actual readings reported by Hillebrandt are: mahārāja-pṛthu (K, Ch, M—simplification as in Telang’s P 
above), mahārāja-pada-bhāva-pṛthu (Bi—garbled corruption), and kā…rāja-bhāk-pṛthu (N—garbled and/or 
illegible text). 
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Vatseśvaradatta—each of which may well be corruptions of Vaṭeśvaradatta, and each of 

which is found in but a single manuscript.42 

Let us, however, return to the interesting question: why is the poet’s father’s 

name accepted as Bhāskaradatta on the strength, apparently, of a single manuscript out 

of many? The explanation seems to be twofold, and both aspects of it are indicated in Tel-

ang’s introduction to the fifth edition of his Mudrārākṣasa: 

In this edition, the text has been materially revised, especially as the edition of 
the play by Prof. Hillebrandt has been consulted throughout … In several places, 
the reading in the text of the last edition has been abandoned in favour of another 
reading … for instance … ������ takes the place of � 	
 �, as the former is more in 
conformity with ���� [sic] and �������.43 

To put it in plainer terms, one reason for the adoption of the name Bhāskaradatta 

was the appealing notion of a family in the names of which the ending  

-datta was inherited from father to son. If we have a grandfather and a grandson called 

“Mr. Dutt” (unless the latter is “Mr. Dev”), then surely the intervening generation must 

have been called Mr. Dutt too. This assumption has also been voiced by DHRUVA (1930:ix), 

the third scholar whose edition of the Mudrārākṣasa could, with some leniency, be called 

critical: “Viśākhadatta, the author of the Mudrārākṣasa, belonged to a family of the ruling 

class bearing the nominal ending Datta.”44 

The second point in favour of this reading is also stated in the above quote: the 

authority of Hillebrandt’s critical edition. Indeed, Hillebrandt had argued for the reading 

bhāskaradatta as early as 1885, when in his review of Telang’s first edition he reported the 

Paris manuscript.45 While Hillebrandt probably found the notion of a “Datta family” at-

tractive, he also had some ulterior motives in adopting this reading. Later on in the same 

article (HILLEBRANDT 1885:131) he raises, on the basis of the name Bhāskaradatta, the possi-

bility that Viśākhadatta may have belonged to a royal family of Kāmarūpa, one of whom 

was called Bhāskaravarman.46 In my opinion our poet’s father was in all likelihood called 

Pṛthu, and the reading mahārāja-bhāskaradatta is an erstwhile copyist’s attempt at correct-

ing some corrupt variant of the presumed original, mahārāja-pada-bhāk-pṛthu. 

                                                        
 42 The MSS are, respectively, Hillebrandt’s P and N, and Telang’s M. In addition, Hillebrandt’s Ch is 

“indistinctly written, with one letter broken off.” 
 43 TELANG 1918:3 (the introduction to the fifth edition of 1915 is reprinted verbatim in the 6th edition of 1918). 

Telang’s earlier editions read mahārāja-pada-bhāk-pṛthu in the critical text. 
 44 While I am not satisfied with the evidence for this statement, see page 229 for an actual family of great 

political power, many (but far from all) of whom had names ending in -datta. 
 45 This MS reads tvayādya sāmantavaṭakeśvaradattapautrasya mahārājabhāskaradattasūnoḥ kaver Viśākhadattasya 

kṛtir Mudrārākṣasaṃ nāma nāṭakaṃ nāṭayitavyam iti, HILLEBRANDT 1885:111n1. Hillebrandt emphasises that his 
reading of the names in this MS have been confirmed by Lassen’s and Stenzler’s copies of the “Codex 
Parisinus.” The fact that the grandfather’s name is obviously corrupt here seems not to have deterred 
anyone from accepting this witness’s version of the father’s name. 

 46 See also page 35. 
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The titles of Viśākhadatta’s ancestors indicate that he came from a powerful noble 

family. His grandfather was a sāmanta or “earl,” and his father held the even more illustri-

ous title of mahārāja, “duke.”47 In any case, the titles are almost ubiquitous48 in manuscripts 

of the Mudrārākṣasa, and the widely attested phrasing mahārāja-pada-bhāk, “entitled to the 

rank of mahārāja,” is probably indicative of the poet’s pride in his father’s high station. 

It has also been observed that Viśākhadatta’s style, which in Telang’s words, “does 

not lay much claim to sweetness or beauty, but is always business-like and often vigorous” 

(TELANG1884:x) may be linked to a background in politics. COULSON (1981:166) was also of 

the opinion that the author “came to literature from the world of affairs.” 

The fact that the author lacks the lofty titles of his father and grandfather might 

also inadvertently tell us something about his family history. S. Srikantha SASTRI (1931:168) 

speculated that Viśākhadatta’s ancestors were independent or rebellious local rulers, 

whom an emperor (Samudragupta in his theory, but the assumption could be just as fea-

sible in a different milieu) brought to task and deprived of power in Pṛthu’s time. Sastri 

(ibid.) adds that the term śrīmadbandhubhṛtya, “he whose relatives and officials are pros-

perous”49—said of the ruler in the closing verse of the Mudrārākṣasa—probably implies that 

Viśākhadatta continued to enjoy the support of the emperor, as court official. 

 One must bear in mind, though, that the absence of a title may well be explained 

in more parsimonious ways, for example by assuming that it was merely omitted for the 

sake of modesty,50 or that the poet was a younger son whose elder brother inherited their 

forefathers’ rank. Also, VAN BUITENEN (1968:38) may be right in remarking that the word 

deva in his variant name “indicates that he must have belonged to the high nobility.” How-

ever, once we have entered the realm of speculation, we might as well go a step or three 

further. I am personally inclined to see something of an autobiography in the storyline of 

the Mudrārākṣasa and believe, on the basis of little more than the hints outlined here, that 

Viśākhadatta (or one of his ancestors) may have served a defeated ruler or pretender in a 

ministerial capacity, and was then pardoned and accepted into the service of the victori-

ous sovereign. 

                                                        
 47 The English titles given in quote marks are of course no more than indications of relative rank, and the 

precise meaning of these terms varied in different periods. A sāmanta, literally “neighbouring,” must 
originally have meant a rival ruler, but came early on to denote a vassal who ruled over a province. 
According to Sircar’s epigraphical glossary (SIRCAR 1966:289), a sāmanta is a feudatory smaller than a rājan, 
while a mahārāja obviously ranks above a rājan, and in imperial systems stands only a step or two below the 
supreme ruler, who may have been styled mahārājādhirāja. 

 48 The word sāmanta is omitted in two of Telang’s MSS (B and E), while the word mahārāja is found 
everywhere except Hillebrandt’s apparently damaged MS N (see note 41 above). 

 49 See also page 45. 
 50 An 11th-century romance, the Udayasundarī of Soḍḍhala depicts a gathering of great Sanskrit poets of 

various ages, one of whom is sāmanta Viśākhadeva, presumably the author of the Mudrārākṣasa (WARDER 
1977:257–258). This may indicate that Soḍḍhala still had access to a tradition lost since then, according to 
which Viśākhadatta himself was also an “earl.” 
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The religious affiliation of Viśākhadatta can be inferred with more confidence. He 

clearly followed an orthodox school, as evidenced (in addition to his obvious respect for 

brāhmaṇs and Brāhmaṇical mores) by his aversion to nāstika doctrine, at least to Jainism.51 

He probably belonged to a family with Śaiva inclinations, since Viśākha is a name for Śiva’s 

son, the war leader of the Hindu pantheon,52 while Vaṭeśvara (after whom his grandfather 

was named) is an epithet of Śiva himself. On the other hand, neither of his father’s putative 

names appears Śaiva: Bhāskara is a synonym of Sūrya (the Sun god), while Pṛthu is not 

sectarian at all, but simply means “expansive”53 and is a popular name that appears to pre-

date sectarianism. 

DEVASTHALI (1948:8) contends that the author of the Mudrārākṣasa must have be-

longed to the brāhmaṇa varṇa. His reasons include the respectful way in which Brahmins 

are treated in the drama and the fact that there is no vidūṣaka in the play.54 These, however, 

only prove that he lived in a milieu where Brāhmaṇical values were strong, but are not 

sufficient to ascertain the social class of the author. Romila THAPAR (2013:365) adds that 

the (possibly hereditary) name ending datta suggests that he was descended from a 

brāhmaṇ who had been given a grant of land.55 PANDIT (1944:172), on the other hand, as-

sumes that Viśākhadatta was a kṣatriya,56 and proposes that he may even have been related 

to the Gupta ruling family, since the name of Candragupta’s mother was Dattadevī, which 

might imply that she came from the same family of Dattas. 

His Works 

The only extant opus of Viśākhadatta is the Mudrārākṣasa. Later poetical treatises 

do, however, contain some references to and citations from three other dramas, ascribed 

at least in some of these sources, to a poet named Viśākhadatta or Viśākhadeva, and there 

are also a few stray verses in anthologies of poetry (subhāṣita), ascribed to a poet bearing 

                                                        
 51 See page 74 for details. 
 52 In mature Hindu mythology more often called Kārttikeya and Skanda. In fact, originally Viśākha seems to 

have been a deity distinct from Skanda, or at the very least a separate manifestation of this deity. They are 
treated as apparently separate in the Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira, a compendium probably written in the 
early sixth century, and there are also some earlier textual and numismatic indications that they are not 
wholly identical (SHASTRI 1969:151). In any case, Viśākha is certainly a member of the Śaiva sphere of 
divinities, and is associated with leadership in war. 

 53 Note though that both names might after all signify Śiva. MONIER-WILLIAMS (s. v.) lists this meaning for both 
bhāskara and pṛthu, as attested in the Mahābhārata. 

 54 Often termed a clown in English, the vidūṣaka is a comical stock character of Sanskrit drama. He is 
depraved brāhmaṇ whose chief “virtues” are gluttony and sloth, thus an author who is a brāhmaṇ himself 
may well choose not to feature such a character. However, the vidūṣaka is also endowed with a sharp wit 
and is generally instrumental in accomplishing the success of the hero. 

 55 Names preserved in inscriptions in fact show that in the Gupta age the ending datta was found across social 
classes and in various varṇas. Thus, to cite a few examples from SHARMA (1978), among feudatory rulers 
there was a Nāgadatta and a Rudradatta (p. 39), among śreṣṭhins (guild foremen or moneylenders) a 
Śrīdatta (p. 56), among kāyasthas (scribes) a Devadatta and a Naradatta (p. 58), and among brāhmaṇs an 
Amaradatta and a Mahāsenadatta (p. 88; incidentally, the latter is in fact synonymous with Viśākhadatta). 

 56 Apparently the only reason for this assumption is that “Viśākha means the god of war” (ibid.). 
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one of these names and not known from any other source. Although there is no way to be 

certain that these drama fragments and stanzas are indeed the products of the same au-

thor, nor is there any particular reason to doubt this.57 

The Devīcandragupta, “The Queen and Candragupta” 58  is a lost play of the 

prakaraṇa genre, known only from a number of citations and references.59 Its text is quoted 

extensively in the Nāṭyadarpaṇa of Guṇacandra and Rāmacandra, which includes six cita-

tions of varying length with a summary of their context, one of which occurs in two dif-

ferent places. The Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja also contains three citations (one in common 

with the Nāṭyadarpaṇa) as well as two presumable references to the Devīcandragupta. The 

citation found in both the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa and the Nāṭyadarpaṇa is also quoted in 

Abhinavagupta’s commentary on the Nāṭyaśāstra. Two further fragments in the Nāṭaka-

lakṣaṇaratnakośa of Sāgaranandin are probably also from this drama, and there are also 

some other unattributed references and quotes that may originate from it.60 

The hero of the Devīcandragupta is a king named Candragupta, but whereas the 

Mudrārākṣasa features Candragupta of the Maurya dynasty, this lost play is about Candra-

gupta II Vikramāditya of the Gupta dynasty. It is possible to reconstruct the skeleton of 

the plot of the Devīcandragupta from the references to it. To flesh it out, there is also a 12th-

century Persian history61 called the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ, whose twelfth chapter (about the 

rulers of India) includes a story about two brothers called Ravvāl and Barkamārīs (possibly 

distorted from Rāma[gupta] and Vikramāditya), which seems to have been based either on 

the Devīcandragupta or on the same lost source on which the play was based.62 It appears 

that according to the drama Candragupta’s elder brother (Rāmagupta) had to relinquish 

his wife, Dhruvadevī, to the ruler of the Śakas (Rudrasiṃha?). However, the young and 

bold Candragupta offered to enter the enemy’s camp dressed up in the queen’s clothes, 

                                                        
 57 See e.g. RAGHAVAN 1978:867, “While the author of the Mudrārākṣasa is generally referred to as Viśākhadatta, 

the author of the Devīcandragupta and the Abhisārikāvañcitaka has invariably been cited as Viśākhadeva. … In 
confirmation of our assumption of the identity of the two names, we may refer to the Sūktimuktāvalī where 
verses from the Mudrārākṣasa are quoted over the name Viśākhadeva.” See also page 191ff. for more 
references to Viśākhadatta/deva in anthologies of poetry. 

 58 See page 81ff. for further discussion of this play. 
 59 For the collected excerpts and references, see e.g. BHANDARKAR 1932:206–211, as well as GUPTA 1974:135–140, 

where citations and summaries are arranged in the sequence in which they were most probably presented 
in the drama, with notes identifying the sources of the citations and the original publications in which 
each citation had been noticed. RAGHAVAN 1978:843–865 also presents a comprehensive overview and 
discussion of the known excerpts from the Devīcandragupta. See also page 34 below about the discovery of 
these fragments. JAYASWAL (1932a:19) says that Ramakrishna Kavi (the scholar who first discovered two 
citations from the Devīcandragupta in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja) had written to him claiming he had 
“recovered a manuscript of the drama Devī-Chandraguptam but it is a fragment.” Such a manuscript, if it 
ever existed, was to my knowledge never published or reported. 

 60 For example a citation in the Kāvyamīmāṃsā of Rājaśekhara, see SOHONI 1981:181–182. 
 61 Apparently based on a lost 11th-century Persian translation of a (likewise lost) Arabic work of unknown age 

(ELLIOT 1867:100). 
 62 The story of Ravvāl and Barkamārīs was published in English by ELLIOT 1867:110–112. It had been Altekar 

who first drew the attention of Indologists (in JBORS 1929:134ff, as cited by BHANDARKAR 1932:191) to the 
parallels between this narrative and the plot of the Devīcandragupta. See also note 267 on page 81. 
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and there to assassinate the Śaka lord. His plan succeeded, but for some reason his brother 

turned against him and therefore Candragupta was forced to feign madness and hide. The 

fifth act, the last part of the drama from which we have citations, is about this feigned 

madness. If the account found in the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ is indeed based on the Devīcandra-

gupta, then Candragupta subsequently—still pretending madness—killed his elder brother, 

taking his throne and marrying his queen.63 

The Abhisārikāvañcitaka, “Tricked by a Lady in Love” is a play about king Udayana, 

a hero of numerous tales and dramas. Abhinavagupta, commenting on the Nāṭyaśāstra, re-

fers to its plot, and Bhoja quotes a stanza from it in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa; both ascribe it to 

Viśākhadeva.64 The title is conjectural, appearing as Abhisārikābandhitaka in the Abhinava-

bhāratī and as Abhisārikāvañcita in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa.65 This is apparently a typical roman-

tic drama, in which Udayana is estranged from one of his wives, Padmāvatī, probably be-

cause she is suspected of murdering one of Udayana’s sons (perhaps one born of his senior 

wife, Vāsavadattā). She hides in a forest, living as a tribal woman until the king, out hunt-

ing, chances to meet her. Not recognising her, he falls in love with her all over again, and 

in the end Padmāvatī’s innocence is proven and her guise is lifted. 

The Rāghavānanda, “The Joy of the Raghu Scion,” is represented by three cited 

stanzas. It was a dramatization of the Rāmāyaṇa narrative, ending with the slaying of 

Rāvaṇa. One verse from it is cited by Bahurūpamiśra’s commentary on the Daśarūpa, while 

the other two are quoted by Bhoja in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa. Both these authorities only iden-

tify the name of the play, not the author. However, one of these verses is also cited in the 

Saduktikarṇāmṛta of Śrīdharadāsa, where it is ascribed to Viśākhadatta.66 

His Date and Location 

Like the other works that may be attributed to Viśākhadatta, the Mudrārākṣasa is 

also quoted in several anthologies and in technical literature.67 The earliest references to 

the Mudrārākṣasa can be found in the Daśarūpāvaloka of Dhanika (a commentary on the 

Daśarūpa of Dhanañjaya) and the Vakroktijīvita of Kuntaka, both probably written in the 

                                                        
 63 This is probably what happened in actual history, corroborated by independent (albeit later) epigraphic 

evidence (see e.g. BAKKER 2006:168). Whether or not Viśākhadatta showed his hero engaged in such 
reprehensible acts, and if he did, what justification he gave for these, cannot be answered unless some 
more fragments of the Devīcandragupta come to light. 

 64 These references are collected in KRISHNAMACHARIAR 1937:610–611, WARDER 1977:259 and RAGHAVAN 
1978:865–867.  

 65 Abhinavabhāratī ad NŚ 12.158, yathā viśākhadevasya nibaddhe ’bhisārikābandhitake vatseśasya padmāvatī-
bhaṭṭaśabarīveṣādyācāraṇarūpāl līlāceṣṭitāt kāmāvṛttir ākhyātā. ŚP chapter 12 (cited by RAGHAVAN 1978:866), 
krodho yathā śrīviśākhadevakṛte abhisārikāvañcite vatsarājaḥ sambhāvitaputravadhāyai padmāvatyai kruddhas 
tathā cābhyadhāt… 

 66 WARDER 1977:258. DHRUVA 1930:xvii remarks that the Saduktikarṇāmṛta also includes verses cited from the 
Mudrārākṣasa and ascribed to Viśākhadatta, which corroborates the assumption that the author of the 
Rāghavānanda was the same as the author of the Mudrārākṣasa. 

 67 See page 191ff. 
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late 10th century.68 This gives us a definite terminus ante quem for Viśākhadatta’s life. As for 

the terminus post quem, the only absolutely certain limit is Candragupta Maurya, who must 

of course have lived before his occupation of Pāṭaliputra was made the subject of a play. 

If, however, we accept the identity of the author of the Mudrārākṣasa with that of the Devī-

candragupta, then by the same argument this author cannot have written his plays before 

the lifetime of Candragupta II Vikramāditya of the Gupta dynasty. Indeed, general consid-

erations based on our present knowledge of the history of Sanskrit literature also render 

unlikely any supposition that Viśākhadatta may have lived before the turn of the 5th cen-

tury. 

Over the nearly two centuries since the Mudrārākṣasa was noticed by modern 

scholars, a number of different hypotheses have been drawn up to date Viśākhadatta more 

accurately within (or, occasionally, without69) the above date range. In Part II of this dis-

sertation (page 26ff.) I present an overview of previous research on this issue and discuss 

in detail the evidence brought to bear on it, and I return to the question once again in my 

conclusions (page 226). For the present, suffice to say that two hypotheses about Viśākha-

datta’s date have found most favour in the scholarly community. One, first proposed by 

TELANG (1884), is that he was a contemporary of king Avantivarman of the Maukhari dyn-

asty, who reigned around the turn of the 7th century. The other widely accepted theory, 

initially advocated by SPEYER (1908) and JAYASWAL (1913), is that he lived in the Gupta court 

of Candragupta II Vikramāditya, the hero of the Devīcandragupta. 

As to the spatial location of the author of the Mudrārākṣasa, there is a general con-

sensus that he lived in North India, but practically nothing more specific can be known 

about him. The suggestion that Viśākhadatta was a northerner was first raised by Wilson 

on the basis of a reference in the drama to hima-vimala-muktā-guṇa,70 “a string of pearls as 

pure as snow.” Such a simile, says WILSON (1835:182n), “is of too rare an occurrence to be 

looked upon as common-place, and it is an idea not likely to have occurred to a native of 

the South of India.” However, the word hima, “snow, frost, dew” is itself actually suspect,71 

and even if it is genuine, the simile is so commonplace that it could perfectly feasibly have 

occurred to a poet who had never seen snow with his own eyes. TELANG (1884:xi) accepted 

Wilson’s proposal and added to it his own observation that the closing verse of the play 

likens the king to the Varāha avatāra, temples and sculptures of which are frequent in 

Northern India. However, straight away he continued with the caution, “Both circum-

stances appear to me to be capable of such obvious explanations, on other hypotheses, 

                                                        
 68 See HAAS 1912:xxxii–xxxiii for the date of the Daśarūpa (and the Avaloka), and DE 1961:xii–xv about the date 

of the Vakroktijīvita. 
 69 See page 29 for Wilson’s first attempt to establish the date of the Mudrārākṣasa, and page 32 for Speyer’s 

suggestion of an early 4th-century date. 
 70 In Virādhagupta’s fifth utterance following MR 2.16(44).  
 71 Omitted in no fewer than 6 of the MSS studied by Hillebrandt. 
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that even this little bit of inferentially derived knowledge regarding Viśâkhadatta must be 

treated as still in need of corroboration.” 

Other attempts to locate Viśākhadatta have on the whole been linked to attempts 

at dating him: one can assume as a matter of course that he was geographically close to 

whatever ruler patronised him. DHRUVA (1923:xii) contended that the author may have 

been the governor of some outlying Himalayan district under Avantivarman of the 

Maukhari dynasty, on the basis of his knowledge of geography revealed in the drama.72 A 

couple of interesting, but largely inconsequential arguments have been brought up in fa-

vour of a location in Bengal. Saradaranjan Ray, who believed Viśākhadatta to have worked 

under Candragupta II, pleaded the case of Bengal on the basis of some references to daily 

life (RAY 1918:10–12). His discussion of the scene where, in the prologue of the play, a 

woman hums while she pounds rice in a mortar in preparation for a feast just as rural 

Bengali women still do, is charming verging on poetic,73 but it is hardly likely that such 

scenes were less common in other regions of pre-modern India. Another Bengali scholar, 

Jogendra Chandra GHOSH (1930:241–243), asserted that northern Bengal has several old 

shrines whose deities correspond to the gods relevant to Mudrārākṣasa,74 hence the author 

must have belonged to that general region. Similarly named shrines of similar antiquity 

could, however, in all likelihood be found in many other regions of India if sought for with 

the same patriotic diligence that Ghosh seems to have applied. 

                                                        
 72 See the chapter Mlecchas from page 50 onward. 
 73 “The mortar and the pestle is invariably worked by females in Bengal, who bring down the pestle on the 

rice in the mortar with all their might and with a hum … The scene has disappeared in towns … where flour 
is now available … but in remote villages … the advent of guests … even now bring into requisition the 
mortar and pestle together with the female workers who hum their fatigue away.” (RAY 1918:11). 

 74 Namely: temples of Varāha (featured in the play’s closing verse), a temple to Kārttikeya (to whom Viśākha-
datta’s name might allude), and a shrine called Vaṭeśvara (to which the name of Viśākhadatta’s 
grandfather might allude). 
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1. Previous Scholarship 

Pioneer Studies 

The earliest European reference to the title of the Mudrārākṣasa that I have been 

able to trace was published by Captain Francis Wilford in 1799. In an article expounding 

the chronology of the Hindus1 to the learned readers of Asiatic Researches, he announces 

the discovery of a dramatic piece: 

Sir William Jones, from a poem written by Somadeva, and a tragedy called the 
coronation of Chandra or Chandra-Gupta, diſcovered that he really was the Indian 
king mentioned by the hi�orians of Alexander, under the name of Sandracottos. …  I 
have found another dramatic piece, intitled Mudra-Rác�aſa, or the ſeal of Rác�aſa, 
which is divided into two parts : the fir( may be called the coronation of Chandra-
Gupta, and the ſecond the reconciliation of Chandra-Gupta with Mantri-Rác�aſa, 
the prime mini(er of his father.2 

It is evident from this excerpt that Wilford was only interested in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa as a potential source on Indian history, continuing Jones’s inquiry (to which I shall 

return shortly) into the accession of Candragupta Maurya to the throne of Magadha.3 It 

turns out, however, that Wilford’s dramatic piece was not the Mudrārākṣasa of Viśākha-

datta. His remark about the drama being divided into two parts already hints at this, as 

the Mudrārākṣasa says nothing about the coronation of Candragupta. Wilford begins his 

summary as follows: 

Nanda, king of Prachi, was the ſon of Maha Nandi, by a female �ave of the Sudra 
tribe : hence Nanda was called a Sudra. He was a good king, ju( and equitable, and 
paid due reſpe) to the Bráhmens : he was avaricious, but he reſpe)ed his ſubje)s. 
… by the (rength of his arm he ſubdued all the kings of the country, and like 
another Paraſu-Ráma de(royed the remnants of the C�ettris. He had two wives, 
Ratnavati and Mura. By the fir( he had nine ſons, called the Sumalyadicas, from the 
elde(, whoſe name was Sumalya (though in the dramas, he is called Sarvartha(dd’hi); 
by Mura he had Chandra-Gupta, and many others, who were known by the general 
appellation of Mauryas, becauſe they were born of Mura.4 

                                                        
 1 Which, incidentally, he describes as “monſtrous and abſurd” as well as “abſolutely repugnant to the courſe 

of nature and human reaſon,” WILFORD 1799:241. 
 2 WILFORD 1799:262. I quote his report in a faux-facsimile form, as a feeble attempt to convey something of 

the literary atmosphere of a time when ‘Asiatic’ was spelt ‘Asiatick’ more often than not. (The Asiatic 
Society apparently dropped the final ‘k’ in 1825, [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Asiatic_Society, 
retrieved 17 October 2014], though the title page of the London edition of the journal Asiatic Researches 
lacked it in 1799.) 

 3 About which he later wrote a separate paper: WILFORD 1809. 
 4 WILFORD 1799:263. 
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Most of this account concerns events that precede the plot of the Mudrārākṣasa, 

while the reconciliation of Candragupta with Rākṣasa is effected in this narrative through 

a most surprising proto-Gandhian feat of satyāgraha in which Cāṇakya and Candanadāsa 

together entreat Rākṣasa to come over to Candragupta’s side. The renitent minister yields 

only when the former two both threaten to immolate themselves unless he agrees to be-

come Candragupta’s advisor. 

Wilford’s statement, “Annanta, the author of the Mudra Rácshasa … declares that 

he lived on the banks of the Godaveri”5 furnishes a useful clue. It turns out that the first 

part of his “Mudra-Rácſhaſa” was in fact the Mudrārākṣasapūrvapīṭhikā of Ananta, a scholar 

who worked in Puṇyastambha (on the banks of the Godāvarī) in the second quarter of the 

17th century.6 As to the second part, my guess is that Wilford did not himself read either of 

the parts, merely had them narrated to him by an Indian paṇḍit.7 The story of Candragupta 

and Rākṣasa’s reconciliation, nearly four times shorter in Wilford’s account than the pre-

liminaries, may have been this uncredited informant’s own hasty summary of the play, 

based on sketchy memories.8 

The first occidental scholar who was definitely acquainted with the Mudrārākṣasa 

was Horace Hayman Wilson, who in 1835 published an English translation of the play with 

copious remarks in his Select Specimens of the Theatre of the Hindus.9 Before investigating his 

work, however, I shall make a detour back to Sir William Jones’s Presidential Address (read 

to the Asiatic Society in 1793, but apparently printed only in 1799), to which both Wilford 

and Wilson refer. Touching on the topic of sources for the study of Indian history, Jones 

remarked that lacking reliable chronicles, belles lettres may well be mined for data,10 and 

mentioned two works of Sanskrit literature which contain information about Candragupta 

Maurya: 

[F]rom the Sanscrit literature, which our country has the honour of having un-
veiled, we may still collect some rays of historical truth, though time, and a series of 
revolutions, have obscured that light which we might reasonably have expected 
from so diligent and ingenious a people. The numerous Puranas and Itihasas, or 
poems mythological and heroic, are completely in our power ; and from them we 
may recover some disfigured but valuable pictures of ancient manners and govern-
ments; while the popular tales of the Hindus, in prose and in verse, contain fragments 
of history ; and even in their dramas we may find as many real characters and events 

                                                        
 5 WILFORD 1799:280. From this point on I follow modern typographic standards when quoting him, though I 

retain his spellings in direct quotations. 
 6 See page 125ff.  
 7 Wilford speaks of a “dramatic piece” in the above excerpt, while Ananta’s Pūrvapīṭhikā is a narrative tale. 

WILSON (1835:130) had the same opinion about Wilford’s work: “The account was no doubt compiled for the 
translator by his pundit.” 

 8 But see page 159ff. for a much more attractive, if unprovable, hypothesis. 
 9 WILSON 1835:127–254. 
 10 As TRAUTMANN (1971:65) sarcastically remarks, “A good deal of ancient Indian history seems to have been 

written on the principle that when good sources are lacking, bad sources become good.” 
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as a future age might find in our own plays, if all histories of England were, like 
those of India, to be irrecoverably lost. For example, a most beautiful poem by 
Somadeva, comprising a very long chain of instructive and agreeable stories, begins 
with the famed revolution at Pataliputra, by the murder of king Nanda with his eight 
sons, and the usurpation of Chandragupta ; and the same revolution is the subject of 
a tragedy in Sanscrit, entitled the Coronation of Chandra, the abbreviated name of 
that able and adventurous usurper.11 

Could this “tragedy in Sanscrit” have been the Mudrārākṣasa? Looking back to Wil-

ford’s reference (page 26 above), it is evident that Wilford did not think so, as he calls his 

own discovery “another dramatic piece.” WILSON (1835:129), however, points out that 

Jones’s “most beautiful poem by Somadeva” is the Kathāsaritsāgara, 12  and opines that 

though Jones was “imperfectly acquainted with his authorities,” the second work he re-

ferred to was “in all probability the [Mudrārākṣasa], which begins after CHANDRAGUPTA’s el-

evation to the throne.” The Mudrārākṣasa has indeed been described as the closest thing 

Sanskrit theatre has to a tragedy,13 but neither is it entitled “The Coronation of Chandra,” 

nor does it say anything about such a coronation. It is thus more likely that Jones’s “trag-

edy” was some other play.14 

Turning again to Wilson’s work, he does by no means depart from the line of in-

vestigation pursued by his predecessors, saying, “Those events relate to the history of 

Chandragupta, who is very probably identifiable with the Sandrocottus of the Greeks, and 

the drama therefore, both as a picture of manners and as a historical record, possesses no 

ordinary claims upon our attention.”15 His translation is accompanied by a thorough in-

troduction with several appendices, a fair number of footnotes, and some concluding re-

marks. In the appendices he publishes translations of other Indian texts dealing with the 

fall of the Nandas and the rise of Candragupta: excerpts from the Bhāgavatapurāṇa and the 

Viṣṇupurāṇa (p. 137), an excerpt from the Kathāsaritsāgara (p. 138), a “Story of Nanda and 

Chandragupta, by a Pundit of the Dekhin”16 (p. 141), and extracts from classical (that is to 

say, Greek and Latin) writers relating to the history of Sandrocottus. 

Note, however, that Wilson’s interest goes beyond factual maps-and-chaps his-

tory and includes “a picture of manners.” The latter suggests cultural history, of which the 

                                                        
 11 JONES 1799:xvii. 
 12 Wilson actually refers to it as “the large collection of tales by Somabhatta, the Vrihat Kathá.” 
 13 E.g. KONOW 1914:65. EHRMAN (1959:138) also remarks that the Mudrārākṣasa bears the obvious features of a 

tragedy, “носит явные черты трагедии.” 
 14 Perhaps the (to my knowledge unpublished) Candrābhiṣeka, whose title does mean “Coronation [literally, 

anointment] of Candra” and which according to KONOW (1920:109) dramatises the fall of the Nanda dynasty 
in seven acts. However, this play seems to be the work of Bāṇeśvara (KONOW ibid.), an author who 
apparently lived in the first half of the 18th century, barely earlier than Sir William Jones. (See 
KRISHNAMACHARIAR 1937:522 and 611; there seems to be some confusion about the name in 
Krishnamachariar’s book, but not about the date.)  

 15 WILSON 1835:127. Italics are original, bold emphasis is mine. 
 16 In fact, none other than the commentator Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, indeed a paṇḍit of the Deccan (see page 14 and note 

198 on page 130). 
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Mudrārākṣasa does in fact offer many tantalising glimpses. It turns out however, that Wil-

son is in the main concerned with a colonialist description of the morals of ancient (and 

modern) Indians: 

Simple as is the subject of the drama there is no want of action in its development. 
The stratagems of CHÁNAKYA are varied, numerous, and well connected, and alt-
hough there is occasionally some want of probability in their execution, yet they 
are made to contribute very successfully and ingeniously toward the production of 
their combined result. It must be acknowledged, that the political code from which 
they emanate, exhibits a morality not a whit superior to that of the Italian school; 
but a remarkable and in some respects a redeeming principle, is the inviolable and 
devoted fidelity which appears as the uniform characteristic of servants, emissaries 
and friends: a singular feature in the Hindu character which it has not yet wholly 
lost.17 

This paragraph of his introduction shows that he was also interested in the liter-

ary qualities of the drama, which (along with his moral thoughts) he elaborates in some 

more detail in his concluding remarks (pp. 253–254). What concerns us most at this point, 

however, is his attempt to locate the author Viśākhadatta in space and time: 

The author of the play is called in the prelude Visákhadatta, the son of Prithu, 
entitled Mahárájá, and grandson of the Sámanta or chief Vateswara Datta. We are 
not much the wiser for this information, as we can scarcely venture to conclude, 
although it is not impossible, that the Chouhan chief of Ajmer, Prithu Rai, who was 
killed at the end of the twelfth century by the Mohammedans, is here intended. […] 
the closing speech of the drama clearly refers to the victorious progress of a foreign 
foe, whom it may not be unreasonable to connect with the Ghorian invasion.18 

This Prithu Rai, nowadays more often called Pṛthvīrāj Cauhān (or Pṛthvīrāja 

Cāhamāna), was a Hindu king vanquished by Mu‘izz al-Dīn Muhammad Ghorī in 1192 CE. 

Wilson is well aware that his identification is tentative and stands on flimsy legs, and in 

addition to the distancing phrases in the above excerpt, he remarks both at this point and 

in a footnote to the translation of the relevant part of the drama19 that the father of 

Pṛthvīrāj did not have a name similar to that of Viśākhadatta’s grandfather. 

For circumstantial evidence to corroborate his theory based on the similarity of 

a name, he looks to various parts of the drama. Although TELANG (1884:x–xviii) has system-

atically refuted Wilson’s arguments and already in the early 20th century KONOW (1914:68) 

rightly pointed that „Wilson’s view that the Mudrārākṣasa was written in the eleventh or 

                                                        
 17 WILSON 1835:127–128. 
 18 WILSON 1835:128. 
 19 WILSON 1835:128n and 154n. The actual names Wilson gives are slightly different in the two notes. 
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twelfth century has now only historical interest,”20 I shall recount his thoughts here be-

cause they served as starting points for the long debate on Viśākhadatta’s date, outlined 

in the next section. 

The closing verse of the Mudrārākṣasa (about which see page 38ff. in more detail) 

describes the earth as mlecchair udvejyamānā, “harried by barbarians.” According to Wil-

son, “This allusion to Mlechchas [sic] is corroborative of the Drama’s being written in the 

eleventh or twelfth century, when the Patan princes were pressing upon the Hindu sover-

eignties.”21 In the opening verse of the fifth act he detects a “metaphorical style … not 

natural to the compositions of the period to which the drama belongs” and concludes that 

“the Hindus were perhaps beginning to borrow it from their neighbours.”22 Wilson’s final 

argument for a date in the 12th century (or later) is that the Jaina monk Jīvasiddhi is re-

ferred to as a kṣapaṇaka,23 “which usually designates a Bauddha mendicant; but, as hereaf-

ter shewn, the individual is a Jain not a Bauddha, and the confusion of terms is worthy of 

notice, as characteristic of a period subsequent to the disappearance of the Bauddhas in 

India.”24 

The Date Debate 

This section presents a chronological overview of the dates proposed by various 

scholars for Viśākhadatta, summarised in Table 3 on page 37. Wilson’s hypothesis appar-

ently remained unchallenged for some time. Indeed, Kashinath Trimbak Telang, the next 

scholar to pick up the thread, lamented at some length that “The opinion thus propounded 

by Professor Wilson has … been not only accepted by subsequent inquirers, but has itself 

been made the basis … of further speculation.”25 Telang argued against Wilson, pointing 

out among other things26 that the word mleccha, “barbarian” does by no means signify 

“Muslim” alone.27 Indeed, the repulsion of a mleccha threat against the Brahmanical heart-

land is of central importance within the plot of the Mudrārākṣasa, set in a time when the 

very idea of Islam had been a thing of the distant future. Nonetheless, Telang admits that 

                                                        
 20 Wilson had in fact suggested the 12th or 13th century. 
 21 WILSON 1835:251n. 
 22 MR 5.1(109), buddhijalaṇijjharehiṃ siccantī desaālakalasehiṃ| daṃsissadi kajjaphalaṃ garuaṃ cāṇakkaṇīdiladā|| 

The policy of Cāṇakya is likened in a composite metaphor to a vine. I agree with TELANG (1884:Notes p. 33, 
note ad p. 181) that the metaphor is perfectly in line with the tenets of classical Sanskrit poetry. Note also 
that MR 5.3(111) also describes Cāṇakya’s policy in terms that are in part horticultural, but the terminology 
used here is in fact that of drama theory, clearly rooted in ancient Indian tradition. 

 23 See also page 74. 
 24 WILSON 1835:159n. Elsewhere WILSON (1835:212n) argues that the terminology used by Jīvasiddhi proves 

him a Jaina. TELANG (1884:xvi–xviii) agrees that the character Jīvasiddhi is portrayed in the drama as a Jaina 
but points out that Wilson had mistakenly believed Jainism to be a young religion, then cites several early 
sources where the word kṣapaṇaka is used for Jaina, not Buddhist ascetics. 

 25 TELANG 1884:xi–xii. 
 26 See notes 22 and 24 in the previous section for a summary of Telang’s refutation of Wilson’s secondary 

arguments. 
 27 For further discussion of the mleccha question see TELANG 1884:xii-xv and page 50 below. 



 Chapter 1. Previous Scholarship 31 

the closing verse of a drama—the bharatavākya,28 i.e. “the actors’ speech”—may well refer 

to the time when the author wrote and a troupe first performed the play, and there is 

nothing in the evidence discussed so far that would eliminate the possibility of a Muslim 

presence in India in Viśākhadatta’s days. 

As the author of the first critical edition of the Mudrārākṣasa, Telang looks to the 

variant readings offered by his manuscripts for further clues to the date of Viśākhadatta. 

He finds the crucial information in the same bharatavākya from which Wilson had con-

cluded that barbarian harassment must have been an important factor in the poet’s days. 

The verse, in the majority of manuscripts, says ciram avatu mahīṃ pārthivaś candraguptaḥ, 

“may King Candragupta long govern the land.”29 One of Telang’s sources, however, reads 

pārthivo ‘vantivarmā in place of pārthivaś candraguptaḥ, while another reads pārthivo 

rantivarmā, one of which may have been the original reading, giving the name of the reign-

ing king in the poet’s lifetime.30 No king by the name of Rantivarman is known in Indian 

history; there were, however, at least two famous rulers called Avantivarman.31 Telang as-

sumes that the reading rantivarmā is a corruption of ‘vantivarmā, and on the strength of 

these two manuscripts suggests that Viśākhadatta may have been patronised by Avanti-

varman of the Maukhari dynasty, whose son Grahavarman is known to have married 

Rājyaśrī, the sister of Harṣavardhana (r. 606–644)32 and who thus must have reigned near 

the end of the sixth century. 

Telang dismisses the other famous Avantivarman—a 9th-century33 Kashmiri king 

of the dynasty of Utpala—because that region is “too far off from the provinces to which 

the two MSS. in question belong”34 (TELANG 1884:xx). In addition to his argument based on 

variants to the bharatavākya, he presents an exhaustive catalogue of circumstantial evi-

dence that may have a bearing on the dating of Viśākhadatta, yet cautions (ibid.) that “[a]ll 

this, however, is only possible at present; further light on the subject must be awaited, 

before we can come to any safe conclusion upon it”. 

His proposal that the poet flourished under Avantivarman Maukhari was ac-

cepted by Alfred Hillebrandt in his review of Telang’s edition.35 Hermann JACOBI (1888:213), 

however, criticised Telang for rejecting Avantivarman of Kashmir “on insufficient 

                                                        
 28 See page 38. 
 29 Wilson omits the name from his translation, which simply says, “My only wish is now my sovereign’s 

glory” (WILSON 1835:251). 
 30 TELANG 1884:xix–xx. 
 31 TELANG (1884:xx n) also mentions in passing a third, barely known Avantivarman. 
 32 On the basis of Harṣacarita 4 (p. १३), dharaṇīdharāṇāṃ ca mūrdhni sthito … maukharivaṃśaḥ. tatrāpi 

tilakabhūtasyāvantivarmaṇaḥ sūnur agrajo grahavarmā nāma … enāṃ prārthayate. 
 33 Reigned 855/6–883 CE (STEIN 1979: vol. I p. 97). 
 34 The argument is inconclusive; see page 40 for a discussion of the variant names in the bharatavākya. 
 35 HILLEBRANDT 1885:130. Note, however, that both Hillebrandt and Telang actually chose the reading pārthivaś 

candraguptaḥ for their critical text. Telang’s choice may have been motivated (as suggested by DHRUVA 
1930:x) by his wish to conform to the reading of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, while Hillebrandt had probably changed his 
mind by the time he completed his own critical edition of 1912. 
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grounds” and presented a case for this latter ruler. The central pillar of his argument is 

that he feels the opening verse of the Mudrārākṣasa (in which Śiva artfully pretends to mis-

understand the questions of a jealous Pārvatī) to be an imitation of Ratnākara, a ninth-

century Kashmirian poet.36 “Of course,” says JACOBI (1888:212), “I do not mean to contend 

that no poet could have described Śiva as playfully evading Pârvatî’s jealous questions by 

ambiguous answers before Ratnâkara had made such descriptions popular; but after he had 

done so, many a poet would imitate him. … hence if collateral evidence renders it probable 

that a poet lived about Ratnâkara’s time or later, the fact that his work contains a stanza 

in seeming imitation of Ratnâkara has a great weight to convince us that the imitation is 

real and not merely a seeming one.” As for the required collateral evidence, Jacobi finds it 

in the name Avantivarman, pointed out by Telang in the closing verse of the Mudrārākṣasa. 

Jacobi’s idea was received with little favour. Dhruva argued vocally against it, 

claiming that it was Ratnākara who imitated Viśākhadatta rather than the other way 

round, and reasserting Telang’s identification of Viśākhadatta’s patron as the Maukhari 

ruler.37 In 1908, however, Jacob Samuel Speyer reset the board in a paper mainly concerned 

with the date of the Bṛhatkathā. He claimed (on unconvincing grounds 38 ) that the 

Pañcatantra, the (lost) Bṛhatkathā and the Kathāsaritsāgara (based on the Bṛhatkathā) all bor-

rowed a particular verse from the Mudrārākṣasa, which must thus predate all these compi-

lations of tales. Therefore “the Candragupta named in the bharatavākya of Mudrār. may be 

an allusion to some prince of that name who belonged to the dynasty of the Guptas. He … 

may be Candragupta I … or his glorious descendant Candragupta II. … [the Mudrārākṣasa] 

must rank with the Mṛcchakaṭī as the two most ancient plays of the Hindu theatre come 

to us” (SPEYER 1908:53). 

Charles Henry TAWNEY (1908:910) welcomed Speyer’s proposition in his review of 

the latter’s book about the Kathāsaritsāgara, saying, “It is highly satisfactory to have the 

antiquity of this interesting play rendered so highly probable.” Arthur Berriedale KEITH 

(1909:149), on the other hand, dismissed it, arguing that even if the reading pārthivaś 

candraguptaḥ were to be accepted as original in the bharatavākya, “the natural reference of 

the allusion is to the Candragupta who forms the subject of the tale and who did actually 

expel the Mlecchas in the shape of the Greeks, rather than to the Candraguptas of the 

Gupta dynasty.” Sten KONOW (1914:66) also expressed disagreement, and Johannes HERTEL 

(1916:142) argued vociferously and convincingly against Speyer’s hypothesis, comparing 

it to an ekastambhadhavalagṛha, a palace resting on a single pillar, but offered no opinion 

                                                        
 36 See page 176ff for further discussion. 
 37 Both in his article on ‘The Age of Viśākhadatta’ (DHRUVA 1891) and in the introduction to his own edition of 

the Mudrārākṣasa (DHRUVA 1930:ix–xxviii). I have unfortunately not been able to locate a copy of the first 
edition of Dhruva’s Mudrārākṣasa (published in 1900), and in the preface to his second edition (DHRUVA 
1923:iii–iv) he describes revising his introduction after consulting Hillebrandt’s edition, yet I presume that 
his opinion about Viśākhadatta’s date must have been identical in 1900 to what it had been in his article of 
1891 and would be in the 1923 second and 1930 third edition of his book. 

 38 See page 200 for a discussion. 
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of his own about the date of the Mudrārākṣasa. Although the pillar on which Speyer’s dating 

of Viśākhadatta rests is indeed flimsy, the idea that the Mudrārākṣasa may hail from a time 

as early as the imperial Gupta age certainly gave new momentum to the debate.39 

Over the second decade of the 19th century several scholars joined “the Gupta 

camp.” Kashi-prasad JAYASWAL (1913), possibly unaware of (in any case giving no credit to) 

Speyer’s hypothesis, also advocated the theory that Viśākhadatta was a court poet of 

Candragupta II. He takes the word adhunā, “now” in the closing verse of the play as refer-

ring to the poet’s own time in contrast to the historical setting of the play.40 He further 

argues that Pāṭaliputra must have been the capital in Viśākhadatta’s time, since the city is 

the main setting for the drama and inspires patriotic words in Rākṣasa. 41  Given that 

Xuanzang reports the city as ruined and all but deserted in the second quarter of the sev-

enth century, the play must have been written before that time. Jayaswal prefers the read-

ing pārthivaś candraguptaḥ in the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa, and concludes that 

Candragupta II Vikramāditya is the most likely candidate for the role of Viśākhadatta’s 

patron. 

In his 1914 review of Hillebrandt’s critical edition, Sten Konow expressed agree-

ment with Speyer’s dating,42 even though he explicitly dismissed his reasoning;43 and Hil-

lebrandt, though earlier he had accepted Telang’s dating, followed suit.44 Saradaranjan RAY 

(1956:14) in his 1918 edition of the drama also propagated the view that the Mudrārākṣasa 

was composed in the reign of Candragupta II. In his monograph on Indian drama, Konow 

reiterated the view that Viśākhadatta was a younger contemporary of Kālidāsa in the time 

of Candragupta II .45 

The 1920s again brought an enlivening of the debate about Viśākhadatta’s date. 

V. J. ANTANI (1922) reviewed some of the evidence brought forth so far and in addition 

pointed out a resemblance between a verse of the Mudrārākṣasa and another in the 

                                                        
 39 It even appears that at least some of the scholars who cite Speyer’s theory with approval actually disagree 

with Speyer’s “proof” and hail only a conclusion that was not even Speyer’s primary idea. To wit, Speyer 
clearly considered Candragupta the First more likely to have been Viśākhadatta’s ruler (“Since the Bṛhat-
kathā must have been composed ±400 A.D., the date of the MR is needs [sic] to be put at least one 
generation before that time,” SPEYER 1908:52), whereas all later scholars who argued for an early imperial 
Gupta dating—whether explicitly crediting Speyer for the theory or not—are in favour of Candragupta the 
second. 

 40 See page 44 for further discussion. 
 41 See page 65 for further details. 
 42 KONOW 1914:68, „We cannot therefore say who the author of the Mudrârâkshasa was though it is highly 

probable that he belongs to the Ganges country and lived in the fourth century.” 
 43 KONOW (1914:66) opined that the stanza in question belonged originally to the Tantrākhyāyikā, and Viśākha-

datta borrowed it from there or “from the floating stock of nîti verses which have been current in India 
from the most ancient times.” 

 44 HILLEBRANDT 1915:363, “so daß ich mich Speyer’s Meinung angeschlossen habe, der es in das 4. Jahrhundert 
versetzt.” 

 45 KONOW 1920:71, “würde ich deshalb in Viśākhadatta’s Patron den Guptaherrscher Candragupta II sehen und 
ihn selbst für einen etwas jüngeren Zeitgenossen des Kālidāsa halten.” 
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Mandasor pillar inscription of Yaśodharman, whereby he concluded that our drama can-

not be earlier than the date of the pillar inscription.46 Soon afterward Jarl Charpentier 

came up with another new proposal, namely that Viśākhadatta was contemporaneous 

“with one of the last Guptas—probably Skandagupta” (CHARPENTIER 1923:590) and thus be-

longed to “the period immediately preceding the downfall of the Gupta empire, when the 

Huns had already trodden Sassanian Persia under the hoofs of their horses and were 

threatening Hindustan with a formidable invasion” (ibid. 593).47 

Charpentier’s chief argument for a late imperial Gupta dating was the mention of 

Hūṇas in the drama, whom he equates with the barbarian harassment referred to in the 

bharatavākya. He adduces that the barbarians of the author’s own lifetime must have been 

the Hūṇas or Hephtalite Huns, who were indeed a serious menace near the end of the im-

perial Gupta age (and ultimately one of the main factors in its ending). Earlier contributors 

to the debate had not failed to note the term hūṇa in the Mudrārākṣasa and to use the ref-

erence to support their respective theories.48  However, while they looked to the king 

named in the bharatavākya as the principal clue to Viśākhadatta’s date, Charpentier tack-

led the problem from the other end, taking the Huns to be the key and contending that 

the name in the bharatavākya principally belongs within the drama, relevant to the au-

thor’s days only inasmuch as it “may be consistent with the tendency to revive in times of 

distress a great historical memory, in order to beget a spirit off energy and resistance.”49 

Yet another ruler joined the ranks of those proposed as patrons of Viśākhadatta 

in 1923, when Rangasvami SARASVATI (1923a:686) claimed that “Many old and reliable man-

uscripts of the Mudrarakshasa examined in Malabar, have the name Dantivarman in the 

place of Rantivarman or Avantivarman. This Dantivarman seems to be identical with the 

Pallava sovereign of the name who ruled about 720 A.D.” Sarasvati’s allegation received 

little response from subsequent scholars aside from citation and the incidental objection 

that Dantivarman Pallava probably did not rule around 720.50 

In the same year Sylvain Lévi reported his discovery of the Nāṭyadarpaṇa, a trea-

tise on dramatics containing quotations from the lost play Devīcandragupta, which drama-

tises the heroic and amorous (not to mention fratricidal) exploits of the young king 

Candragupta.51 The title and theme of the Devīcandragupta had already been known for 

                                                        
 46 ANTANI (1922:51) gives the inscription’s date as 645 CE, but the correct figure is in fact 532 CE. Although 

Antani’s arguments are on the whole unimpressive (compare CHARPENTIER 1923:587n2, “The reasons by 
which Mr. Antani … concludes that the M. was written in the seventh century seem to me wholly 
unconvincing”), I see the epigraphical parallel as an important contribution to the problem of Viśākha-
datta’s date, and revisit the issue on page 228. 

 47 Incidentally, Charpentier (ibid) also held the view that Kālidāsa belonged to this period and Viśākhadatta 
was thus “a somewhat younger contemporary” of his. 

 48 See page 54. 
 49 CHARPENTIER 1923:589. 
 50 DHRUVA 1930:x; SASTRI 1931:163. See also page 40. 
 51 See page 20 for a summary of the Devīcandragupta and page 81ff. for further discussion. 
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some time from references in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa,52 but the discovery of the Nāṭyadarpaṇa 

confirmed that the hero of this play was indeed Candragupta II Vikramāditya of the Gupta 

dynasty, proven beyond doubt by the name of his queen, Dhruvadevī.53 The Nāṭyadarpaṇa 

also brought to light a crucial piece of information that had hitherto been missing: that its 

author was Viśākhadatta.54 On the basis of this LÉVI (1923:208) argued that Viśākhadatta 

cannot have been a contemporary of Candragupta II (whose acts are represented in the 

Devīcandragupta in a romantically unrealistic fashion), nor even of Skandagupta (as sug-

gested by Charpentier), but must have lived after the imperial Gupta age, possibly as late 

as the reign of Harṣa. 

In 1930 Jogendra Chandra GHOSH (1930:244) proposed that Viśākhadatta belonged 

to the Bengal region and lived and worked around the turn of the 8th century under an 

otherwise unknown Avantivarman belonging to a dynasty known to have ruled Kāmarūpa 

(in modern-day Assam) in the 7th century. As a matter of fact, this dynasty of rulers with 

names ending in “varman” had been first brought to attention in the context of Viśākha-

datta’s date by HILLEBRANDT (1885:131), who proposed (with strong doubts) that their king 

Bhāskaravarman (known from several inscriptions) might be identical to Viśākhadatta’s 

father, mahārāja Bhāskaradatta. 55  Ghosh’s theory, which DE (1947:263n) dismisses as 

“purely gratuitous and conjectural,” postulated a king not known to historians, on the ba-

sis of little more than presumptions (namely that Viśākhadatta lived in the 7th century and 

paid homage in the bharatavākya to a king named Avantivarman) and a few clues in the 

names of religious sites.56 

The Devīcandragupta continued to feature in the debate in the 1930s. In particular, 

JAYASWAL (1932a) saw the play as further substantiation that Viśākhadatta was a client of 

Candragupta II (though he cautiously added that the author probably staged the Devī-

candragupta only after his patron’s death). On the other hand, Moritz WINTERNITZ (1936:360) 

believed that a drama depicting Candragupta marrying the wife of his elder brother whom 

he murdered could only have been written long after Candragupta’s death. N. N. DAS GUPTA 

(1938) in turn argued that the play was after all written and performed in the time of 

Candragupta II, whose marriage of his brother’s wife was socially and legally acceptable. 

                                                        
 52 Discovered by Ramakrishna Kavi and discussed by SARASVATI 1923b. 
 53 So LÉVI 1923:207, “le nom de Dhruvadevi dissipe toute incertitude.” 
 54 Or, to be more accurate, Viśākhadeva. The reference is under Nāṭyadarpaṇa 2.67 (p. 118); the context is that 

indecorous behaviour is permitted toward heroines who are courtesans, yathā viśākhadevakṛte devī-
candragupte mādhavasenāṃ samuddiśya kumāracandraguptasyoktiḥ… 

 55 Besides the uncertainty surrounding Viśākhadatta’s ancestry (for which see page 16), the problem with 
this proposal is that Bhāskaravarman of Kāmarūpa was a contemporary of Avantivarman Maukhari, so his 
putative grandson must have lived quite some time later. HILLEBRANDT (1885:131) therefore proposes that 
the Avantivarman to whom Viśākhadatta supposedly dedicated his play may have been a later member of 
the dynasty, about whom we have no historical knowledge. He describes the theory as “nicht ganz 
unwahrscheinlich,” but does not really seem to believe it himself. 

 56 See page 23. 



36 Part II. The Author in Context 

By this time the debate appears to have petered out, and I am not aware of any 

major novel argument.57 Instead of a lively topic of the history of literature, the issue of 

Viśākhadatta’s date has become a largely closed page in the history of Indology. Compen-

dious works summarised former arguments and approved or criticised some of them. 

KRISHNAMACHARIAR (1937:605–606, 610) in his History of Classical Sanskrit Literature considers 

Candragupta II to have been the most likely patron of Viśākhadatta, while Anthony Ken-

nedy Warder’s Indian Kāvya Literature (WARDER 1977:257) takes for granted that he lived in 

the time of Avantivarman Maukhari and was “probably a dramatist at his court.” Devas-

thali’s comprehensive summary of Mudrārākṣasa studies (DEVASTHALI 1948:11) also opines 

that Candragupta II and Avantivarman of the Maukharis are equally likely. Sushil Kumar 

De, however, merely recounts the most pertinent parts of the debate in his 1945 article, 

and says, “Of Viśākhadatta … we know only what he himself tells us in the Prologue … and 

in spite of all the conjectures and theories that have centred round his date and personal-

ity, we shall probably never know anything more”58 

While I agree by and large that knowing anything more about Viśākhadatta’s 

circumstances with certitude is out of question unless new facts come to light, I do believe 

it is not useless to continue to assess the various pertinent factors in the light of our grad-

ually expanding and solidifying knowledge of Indian history and literature. As we have 

seen in this diachronic overview of previous research, there is a plethora of such factors 

from mendicants to kings, from poetry to Huns, cities to stars. In the next chapter I shall 

review the evidence topic by topic. 
  

                                                        
 57 This is not to say that scholars do not continue to take sides in this debate. Thus in recent years Michael 

WILLIS (2009:60–61) prefers to date Viśākhadatta to the time of Candragupta II, while Hans T. BAKKER 
(2014:72–74) argues in favour of the reign of Avantivarman Maukhari. Romila THAPAR (2013:356–357) is 
more cautious: “in writing [the Devīcandragupta] Viśākhadatta was either justifying the action of his patron 
Candra Gupta II, or if he lived later he was praising the actions of Candra Gupta II as an earlier and much 
renowned king of the Gupta dynasty. More likely it was the latter.” 

 58 DE 1945:51, also published in DASGUPTA 1947:262. De is, as a matter of fact, quoting Charpentier almost word 
for word, compare: “Of his person we know only what he himself tells us … and we shall probably never 
know anything more, unless by chance an inscription mentioning one or more members of this family 
comes to be known” (CHARPENTIER 1923:586). 
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Table 3. Summary of dates proposed for the Mudrārākṣasa 

Author Date Ruler, circumstance 

WILSON 1835 12th-13th C Pathan threat to NW India 

TELANG 1884 600 + Avantivarman Maukhari 

HILLEBRANDT 1885 ~600 accepts TELANG’s Avantivarman Maukhari 

JACOBI 1888 9th C Avantivarman of Kashmir 

DHRUVA 1891, 1900 ~600 Avantivarman Maukhari; pro TELANG contra JACOBI 

SPEYER 1908 4th(-5th) C Candragupta I or II (Gupta dynasty) 

KEITH 1909 ~600 or 9th C Avantivarman, one or the other 

JAYASWAL 1913, 1917 ~400 Candragupta II, independently (?) of SPEYER 

KONOW 1914, 1920 ~400 accepts SPEYER’s dating 

HILLEBRANDT 1915 4th C accepts SPEYER’s and KONOW’s opinion 

HERTEL 1916 ? rejects SPEYER but offers no opinion 

RAY 1918 ~400 Candragupta II 

ANTANI 1922 5th-7th C after Skandagupta, probably after Yaśodharman 

CHARPENTIER 1923 5th C late imperial Gupta, probably Skandagupta 

SARASVATI 1923 8th C Dantivarman Pallava 

LÉVI 1923 6th-7th C later Gupta or Harṣa period 

GHOSH 1930 7th-8th C unknown Avantivarman of Kāmarūpa 

SASTRI 1931 ~400 Candragupta II 

JAYASWAL 1932a ~400 Candragupta II 

WINTERNITZ 1936 6th(-7th) C later than imperial Gupta 

DAS GUPTA 1938 ~400 Candragupta II, pace WINTERNITZ 
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2. Clues in the Mudrārākṣasa 

The Closing Benediction 

As we have seen in the previous chapter (page 30ff), most participants of the date 

debate considered the name of the king mentioned in the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa 

to be the most important piece of evidence for assigning Viśākhadatta to a particular time. 

We shall now proceed to take a closer look at this closing verse. In Hillebrandt’s critical 

text, after Rākṣasa has sworn fealty to Candragupta and a general amnesty has been pro-

nounced, Cāṇakya asks Candragupta what other kindness he might do for the king. The 

latter answers to the effect that all his desires have been achieved. Rākṣasa then recites—

to himself, i.e. for the ears of the audience alone—a verse of bitter resignation, whereupon 

Cāṇakya triumphantly brings the drama to an end, saying, “nonetheless, let this be” and 

reciting the closing stanza. 

The sequence of utterances and even the identification of who says what is in fact 

quite uncertain at the conclusion of the play. Even for this single verse there are signifi-

cant differences between manuscripts: although the bharatavākya is uttered by Cāṇakya in 

Hillebrandt’s critical text, the identity of its speaker is in fact particularly uncertain. Hil-

lebrandt’s choice of putting it in the mouth of Cāṇakya seems to be based on only two of 

his manuscripts, while three of the manuscripts he utilised have Rākṣasa recite this verse. 

Yet another manuscript seems to omit some speaker identifications around here, but as it 

stands, the blessing appears to be Candragupta’s speech. Telang chose Rākṣasa as the 

speaker of this stanza in his own edition, and while the manuscripts attesting this cannot 

be determined from his apparatus, he does note that one of his texts reads Cāṇakya, while 

three others have Candragupta as the speaker. All in all, the jury is still out on which char-

acter concludes the play.59 

Such a concluding verse is generally called a praśasti, “proclamation, praise” in 

theoretical works,60 while in the practice of copyists (and possibly drama authors) it is of-

ten tagged with the word bharatavākya, “speech of the actor(s).”61 This term seems to indi-

cate that the actor or actors who recite this verse no longer represent (only) their dramatic 

                                                        
 59 To summarise the “votes,” Cāṇakya is endorsed by Hillebrandt’s MSS K and N as well as Telang’s H; Rākṣasa 

is supported by Hillebrandt’s P, L, M as well as (presumably) several of Telang’s MSS; while Candragupta is 
favoured by Telang’s B, N and E, as well as—possibly—by Hillebrandt’s B. See page 12 for an overview of the 
MSS used by these two editors. 

 60 E.g. NŚ 19.104ab: nṛpadeśapraśāntiś ca praśastir abhidhīyate. 
 61 See CHAKRAVARTI 1929 for a discussion of this topic (as well as JHA 1930 for a rather misdirected criticism 

and CHAKRAVARTI 1931 for the reply to it). The term is bharatavākya not used in theoretical works such as 
the Nāṭyaśāstra, the Daśarūpaka or the Sāhityadarpaṇa, and seems to be equated to the praśasti only in later 
theoretical works and commentaries. It is quite possible that—like the benedictory nāndī at the beginning 
of plays—the bharatavākya was at the earliest stage not part of the text of plays, but an allographic paratext 
added by the actors to suit the occasion of the performance. In any case, I believe we can be fairly certain 
that the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa was written by Viśākhadatta just like its nāndī verses. Whether or 
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personae, but speak (also) in their own right, as actors who have finished performing a 

play, and address the audience. Thus a bharatavākya functions as a sort of buffer, a gradual 

transition from the world of fantasy back to the mundane present, just as the prologue 

(prastāvanā) of a play serves as a gradual introduction to that world. It is normal (though 

not at all compulsory) for a bharatavākya to refer to the author’s patron or the reigning 

king.62 

The lead-up to the bharatavākya is a formalised exchange between the hero and 

his benefactor, found with little variation in many dramas. This standard exchange, or 

something very like it, is present at the end of the Mudrārākṣasa, but the tag “bharata-

vākyam” is somewhat elusive. Telang includes it in his critical text, and prints it as though 

it were part of Rākṣasa’s speech rather than a stage instruction, while Hillebrandt does not 

print it at all. Neither of them have an entry in their apparatus for the omission or inclu-

sion of this word, yet they each cite its context from at least some of their manuscripts. It 

appears that “bharatavākyam” is attested in at least two MSS of Hillebrandt’s (L, l) and three 

of Telang’s (B, N, P),63 while it is definitely absent from at least five MSS of Hillebrandt’s (B, 

K, M, N, P) and one of Telang’s (A). 

Coming to the actual closing verse, it runs thus in Hillebrandt’s critical text: 

vārāhīm ātmayones tanum atanubalām āsthitasyānurūpāṃ 

yasya prāk potrakoṭiṃ pralayaparigatā śiśriye bhūtadhātrī| 

mlecchair udvejyamānā bhujayugam adhunā pīvaraṃ rājamūrteḥ 

sa śrīmadbandhubhṛtyaś ciram avatu mahīṃ pārthivaś candraguptaḥ||64 

When the Self-born one betook himself  
to a boarish body which, far from feeble, suited him, 

                                                        
not he thought of them as bharatavākya and nāndī is a different question, but I shall nonetheless continue 
using these appellations for them. 

 62 Thus, six of the thirteen Trivandrum plays attributed to Bhāsa mention a certain Rājasiṃha in their 
concluding verse, though none of these plays feature a character by this name. (TIEKEN1993:24 identifies 
Rājasiṃha as Narasiṃhavarman II of the Pallava dynasty, who reigned around the turn of the 7th century.) 
In these plays the closing verse is tagged bharatavākyam and may have been intended to be recited by all, 
or at least several, of the actors together. On the other hand, the bharatavākya in the Caṇḍakauśika of 
Kṣemīśvara has no tag, and is evidently recited by the King, a character within that drama, though it 
clearly refers to the outside world, eulogising a certain Kārttikeya who “having directed the staging of this 
play … bestowed every day unstinted heaps of clothes, ornaments and gold” (translation: DAS GUPTA 
1962:210; verse 5.31: yenādiśya prayogaṃ nāṭakasyāsya … vastrālaṃkārahemnāṃ pratidinam akṛśā rāśayaḥ 
saṃpradattāḥ). 

 63 Hillebrandt’s L is probably identical to Telang’s P (see note 28 on page 14). This latter MS includes a 
fragment of a commentary at this locus [probably originating from a marginal gloss], and “bharatavākyam” 
may well belong to that fragment rather than to the text of the play itself. Moreover, the word is bracketed 
in double daṇḍas in this MS, which clearly shows that even if it does comprise part of the play rather than 
the commentary, it is meant to be an instruction, not a part of any character’s speech. Hillebrandt’s MS l, 
which he describes as “of very moderate value” (HILLEBRANDT 1912:v) and which he rarely cites in his 
apparatus, actually reads bhavadvākyam, which must be a corruption of bharatavākyam. 

 64 MR 7.21(174). Major variants include: avanavidhāv for atanubalām; dantakoṭiṃ for potrakoṭiṃ (see page 48); 
saṃśritā for pīvaraṃ and śrīmān bandhubhṛtyaś for śrīmadbandhubhṛtyaś (see note 78 on page 45). 



40 Part II. The Author in Context 

in olden times the creature-bearing Lady Earth, 
surrounded by the flood, took refuge on the tip of the snout, 

and now, harried by barbarians,  
in the brawny arms of his manifestation as the Monarch. 

May he—King Candragupta of exalted kin and company— 
long govern the land. 

In the following subsections we shall examine the parts of this verse that may 

reveal something about the times Viśākhadatta lived in: the name of the king in the last 

line, the barbarians who harry Lady Earth, the importance of the Boar avatāra, and the 

remark that the ruler’s kin and company are exalted. 

King Who? 

Table 4 presents an overview of what king is actually named in the manuscripts 

of the Mudrārākṣasa consulted by the editors Hillebrandt and Telang.65 Displaying the man-

uscript attestations of the various readings in the form of a table reveals at a glance that 

the reading Candragupta has the strongest manuscript support (if strength is measured 

by numbers alone), and that ’vantivarmā, the lynchpin of so many theories about Viśākha-

datta’s age, is in fact found in but a single manuscript out of fourteen.66 Admittedly the 

field evens out if we merge all the similar readings into one candidate: in this case King 

Candragupta still wins out against King Avantivarman—or, at any rate, King 

×ant(i)varm(ā)—in Telang’s manuscripts and in total, but the contest is a draw in Hille-

brandt’s sources. Candragupta is also supported by the two available commentaries, those 

of Vaṭeśvara and Ḍhuṇḍhirāja. Both read the name of Candragupta in this verse, and 

though both do on occasion note pāṭhāntaras, variant readings, neither of them mention 

one here. This is also the reading in Tarkavācaspati’s early edition, which TELANG (1918:8) 

deems to be “a fair representative of the Bengal text of our play.” Dhruva’s edition adopts 

the reading ’vantivarmā, but this is admittedly (DHRUVA 1930:x–xi) because he endorses Tel-

ang’s arguments for the date of Viśākhadatta. He does not cite the readings of the manu-

scripts he consulted for his edition, and his choice may well have been arbitrary. 
  

                                                        
 65 Manuscript readings are based on the apparatus criticus in HILLEBRANDT 1912:201–202 and TELANG 1918:319. 

See page 13 for a summary of the manuscripts used for these editions. Note that Hillebrandt’s MS L is not 
represented in his apparatus for this locus, but as this manuscript appears identical to Telang’s P (see page 
12), its reading can be inferred from Telang’s apparatus. Note also that while Hillebrandt’s apparatus is 
positive for this crucial locus, Telang’s is not, so the MSS attesting candraguptaḥ could only be deduced 
from the sigla featured in his glosses on other words of this verse. 

 66 And even there it is in fact vantivarmā rather than ’vantivarmā. The use of an avagraha to indicate an initial 
a elided in saṃdhi is far from universal in manuscripts, so it is perfectly reasonable to interpret 
पा�थवोवि�तवमा� (pārthivovantivarmā) as पा�थवो ऽवि�तवमा� (pārthivo ’vantivarmā); yet this fact, in conjunction 
with the strength of numbers, may indicate that rantivarmā is after all the source (rather than a 
corruption) of vantivarmā even though no king called Rantivarman is known. 
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Table 4. Overview of variants for the king’s name in the bharatavākya 

reading Telang Hillebrandt Other witnesses 

candraguptaḥ A, B, P, M, R K, L, N Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, Vaṭeśvara, Tarkavācaspati 

’vantivarmā E  Dhruva 

rantivarmā N M  

rantivarmāḥ  P  

rantavarmā  B  

dantivarmā   SARASVATI 1923a 

dharmavartī  l  

Another thing immediately apparent from the table is that the name of King 

Dantivarman67 is not actually found in any of the manuscripts consulted for the critical 

editions of the Mudrārākṣasa. Even if Sarasvati’s report is based on genuine evidence ra-

ther than careless reading,68 dantivarmā may well be a late “emendation” of ’vantivarmā, 

introduced into the text by southern copyists to whom the name of Avantivarman would 

have seemed meaningless. 

There is, however, a fourth variant, dharmavartī, albeit in a manuscript that 

HILLEBRANDT (1912:v) describes as “carelessly written.” This reading can probably be dis-

missed as a copyist’s attempt to make sense of some variant or another of the ×ant(i)varm(ā) 

cluster, either a corrupt one or one that was simply unfamiliar to the scribe, probably a 

South Indian. By exchanging the second pair of akṣaras with the first pair, vantivarmā be-

comes something resembling dharmavartī.69 The reading may also be a conscious attempt 

to “de-politicise” the text by replacing the name of the ruler with a generic term, turning 

“King X” into “the law-abiding King.” 

Returning to the serious contenders, the age of the manuscripts offers no clue to 

which of Candragupta and Avantivarman may have been the original king in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. Although Hillebrandt’s N, the oldest manuscript by far, reads the former, and 

Vaṭeśvara is also a witness to the relative antiquity of this reading, both are nonetheless 

far later than Viśākhadatta. They provide a slight bias in favour of Candragupta, but all the 

later sources from the 16th century onward show a fairly balanced mix of readings, Can-

dragupta in one pan of the scale, and Avantivarman and variants in the other.  

The geographical distribution of manuscripts preserving either name seems a tad 

more promising. Table 5 presents a list of manuscripts and other witnesses broken down 

by region, showing in the first column those supporting Candragupta, and in the second 

those supporting one of the variants similar to Avantivarman. 

                                                        
 67 Seen in “many old and reliable” southern manuscripts according to SARASVATI 1923a:686; see also page 34. 
 68 Or wishful thinking, as Sarasvati’s paper seems rather intent on assigning as many stars of Sanskrit 

literature as possible to the Pallava court. 
 69 The glyphs for va and dha are very similar in many Indic scripts. 
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Table 5. Testimony for the king’s name in different regions 

 candraguptaḥ ×ant(i)varm(ā) 

Nepal Hillebrandt’s K, N  

East (Bengal) Telang’s B; 

Vaṭeśvara, Tarkavācaspati 

Hillebrandt’s P: rantivarmāḥ 

East (Varanasi) Telang’s A Hillebrandt’s B: rantavarmā 

West (Gujarat)  Telang’s E: ’vantivarmā 

Central India (Nagpur)  Telang’s N: rantivarmā 

South (Maharashtra) Hillebrandt’s L, l; Telang’s P  

South (Dravidian areas) Telang’s M, R; Ḍhuṇḍhirāja Hillebrandt’s M: rantivarmā 

SARASVATI 1923a: dantivarmā 

It appears that the reading candraguptaḥ tends to be found either in the northern 

and eastern regions, or in the south, while central and western areas, though sorely un-

derrepresented among the documented manuscripts, provide the reading rantivarmā or 

’vantivarmā. This latter is, however also found both in the east (though only in the forms 

rantavarmā and rantivarmāḥ), and in the far south (documented in Hillebrandt’s Malayalam 

manuscript). The prevalence of the ×antivarmā variants in the central, western and near-

eastern territories may be a suggestion that this is in fact the original reading, as the play 

was in all likelihood written and performed somewhere not too far from its setting, 

Magadha. Other scenarios are, however, also possible: one could, for example, hypothesise 

that an original text reading candraguptaḥ was disseminated at an early time and preserved 

intact in both Nepal and the South, while a later variant introduced somewhere in the 

central regions (for instance in the Maukhari heartland) attained dominance in those parts 

of India, but spread only sporadically to the outlying regions. 

Several scholars have assumed that Avantivarman was introduced into the text 

at a later phase of its history,70 but in my opinion the available evidence remains inconclu-

sive: there is no sound basis for assuming either of the two names to have been the original 

and correct one. It is indeed possible that the Mudrārākṣasa, though composed before the 

Maukharis and originally featuring the name of Candragupta in the bharatavākya, enjoyed 

a surge of popularity in the reign of Avantivarman which resulted in the production of a 

                                                        
 70 The first to say so explicitly was probably KONOW (1914:67), who wrote that “The reading Rantivarmâ was 

perhaps introduced on the occasion of a later representation.” This opinion was subsequently reiterated 
with increasing force by others, starting with CHARPENTIER (1923:587): “the name Avantivarman in the final 
verse of the play … is no doubt a later ‘emendation’ instead of the original reading Candragupta, restored 
into the text by Professor Hillebrandt.” DE (1945:51), who echoes Charpentier in many of his statements, 
says “from Hillebrandt’s critical edition … it appears that the variant Avantivarman is most probably a 
later emendation.” DEVASTHALI (1948:14) in turn echoes De, but goes even further: “The theory that 
Viśākhadatta flourished under Avantivarmā Maukhari … is vitiated by the discovery made by Hillebrandt’s 
critical edition … that the variant Avantivarmā is most probably a later emendation.” It is interesting how, 
in this game of scholarly Chinese whispers, Hillebrandt ended up credited with a claim that he, to my 
knowledge, never made. 
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large number of manuscripts in which the reigning king’s name replaced that of Candra-

gupta.71 On the other hand, it is just as possible that the play was composed under Avanti-

varman (or a king with a similar name) and originally named him in the final blessing, but 

later copyists to whom the name of this ruler was meaningless, substituted the name of 

the king intrinsic to the plot, Candragupta Maurya.72 

The very fact that there is such a profusion of variants on the ×ant(i)varm(ā) tem-

plate may be taken as an indication that it is an old reading, which was preserved (albeit 

in various corrupt forms) by copyists even when the name of Avantivarman was forgotten. 

Nonetheless, old is not equivalent to original. 

The Real or the Fictional King? 

To examine the problem of the king from another angle, one might ask what 

frame of reference should be used for interpreting the name in the bharatavākya. Is this 

name and its context applicable to the here-and-now of the play’s première, or to the 

pseudo-historical time and world that form the setting of the drama?  

Some scholars have argued that the closing verse must be understood as referring 

to nothing but the real, extradiegetic world. DHRUVA (1891:32) contends that “the plot 

proper” terminates with the kāvyasaṃhāra (the “conclusion of the opus,” which according 

to the Nāṭyaśāstra73 immediately precedes the praśasti). He further adds that the verse in 

question is distinctly called a bharatavākya, “i.e. a speech assigned to the players in their 

individual and not their representative character” in the Mudrārākṣasa. However, as 

demonstrated above (page 39), this premise is false, as the tag is only found in a minority 

of Mudrārākṣasa manuscripts and may well be an extraneous addition in those. Yet regard-

less of whether or not Viśākhadatta included the label “bharatavākyam” in his author’s 

manuscript (if there ever was one), the fact remains that both the placement and the con-

tents of this particular verse fit what is theoretically expected of a bharatavākya.74 

In the introduction to his edition, DHRUVA (1930:x) also adds that the barbarians 

harrying the earth in this closing verse cannot be the mlecchas within the play, since the 

verse is spoken by Rākṣasa who had been the chief instigator of the barbarian invasion. It 

would indeed be bad style for the minister to be jubilant about the liberation from a threat 

in which he had been so instrumental, yet we must not forget that in the majority of man-

uscripts the speaker of this verse is not Rākṣasa (see note 59 on page 38). 

                                                        
 71 THAPAR 2013:356 considers it likely that the name of the king in the bharatavākya was changed each time 

the play was performed before a new patron. However, even if this was standard theatrical practice, the 
fact remains that MSS of the Mudrārākṣasa only preserve the name of Candragupta and the ×ant(i)varm(ā) 
group of variants. See also note 62 above for a name appearing in the bharatavākya of several of the 
Trivandrum plays, which may belong to the time these texts were redacted into their present form. 

 72 This line of reasoning was first advocated by JACOBI (1888:213), “The general reader having no idea who 
Avantivarman was, the name of the hero of the play itself was substituted in its place.” DHRUVA (1891:32) 
repeats Jacobi’s statement word for word. 

 73 NŚ 19.103, varapradānasaṃprāptiḥ kāvyasaṃhāra iṣyate. 
 74 See page 38 and note 60 there. 
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DE (1945:50) is also of the opinion that “the concluding stanza … is not an integral 

part of the play” and therefore in this stanza the mention of a Candragupta “as a reference 

to Candragupta Maurya, who is the subject of the play itself, would be unusual in the 

Bharata-vākya.” KEITH (1909:149), quite to the contrary, says that “If Candragupta is re-

ferred to in the Bharatavākya, the natural reference of the allusion is to the Candragupta 

who forms the subject of the tale and who did actually expel the Mlecchas in the shape of 

the Greeks, rather than to the Candraguptas of the Gupta dynasty.” 

While De did not take sides in the date debate and thus his opinion on the refer-

ential frame of the bharatavākya may be considered unbiased, we cannot fail to notice that 

both Dhruva and Keith have strong opinions of their own about Viśākhadatta’s date. To 

wit, both are convinced that he worked under the patronage of a ruler named Avantivar-

man. However, Dhruva believes the reading ’vantivarmā to be original in the bharatavākya, 

and therefore, to prove his point, argues that the stanza refers to the present time of the 

poet; whereas Keith reads candraguptaḥ, and must correspondingly argue that the conclud-

ing stanza’s reference is to the fictional world. 

The suggestion that Viśākhadatta’s own patron was named Candragupta (first put 

forth by SPEYER 1908) expands the matrix by yet another viewpoint. To support this sup-

position, one would have to accept the reading candraguptaḥ as original, and argue that 

the bharatavākya does, at least partially, refer to the author’s present time. This is precisely 

the standpoint of JAYASWAL (1913), who argued zealously in favour of Candragupta II. He 

also proposed that the word adhunā, “now,” in the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa should 

be read as an indication that the name in the stanza belongs to the presently reigning king. 

While the poet may have used the word with such an intention, as evidence it is hollow. 

The primary purpose of adhunā in the third quarter of the verse is obviously to serve as a 

contrast to prāk, “of old” in the first quarter.75 

There is yet another way to approach the issue of referentiality. CHARPENTIER 

(1923:589) proposes that the bharatavākya may feature the name of Candragupta and yet 

allude metaphorically to the present time, in which the current ruler, though not in fact 

called Candragupta, would be flattered by such an association. In particular, Charpentier 

argues for a late imperial Gupta dating, and asserts that for instance Skandagupta, strug-

gling to maintain his empire against the Hūṇa threat, may have been equated in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa with one of his glorious ancestors, such as Candragupta II Vikramāditya, “to revive 

in times of distress a great historical memory, in order to beget a spirit off energy and 

resistance.”76 

The idea that it should be possible to read the closing stanza on two different lev-

els—in the context of the drama and in the context of the first performance—certainly 

sounds reasonable. As noted above (page 38), the bharatavākya is a sort of twilight zone 

                                                        
 75 ANTANI (1922:50) raised a similar point against Jayaswal, but by his reasoning, the contrast of adhunā is with 

what has already been accomplished in the drama, as summarised in MR 7.19(172). 
 76 Charpentier’s evidence is insufficient, but his conclusion may well be close to the mark; see page 227. 
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between the real and the literary world. It would not be reasonable, however, to assume 

that every element of the verse must have some implication on both levels. If the original 

name in the bharatavākya is Avantivarman (or one of its variants), then this name clearly 

belongs to the present-day reference frame alone.77 On the other hand, even if the original 

reading were somehow proven to be Candragupta, this would still not guarantee that 

Viśākhadatta’s ruler bore this very name, merely that an association with one or more 

historical Candraguptas would have pleased him. It is, however, more than likely in either 

case that just as Candragupta Maurya in the drama managed with the help of his minis-

ter(s) to avert a mleccha threat, so too the monarch of the author’s days scored a major 

victory over some sort of barbarians. 

Kin and Company 

The description of the king as śrīmadbandhubhṛtya, “[one] whose relatives and 

subordinates are exalted/prosperous,”78 has caught the eye of a number of scholars as a 

possible clue to Viśākhadatta’s circumstances. Taken together with the prologue’s state-

ment that the poet is descended from high-ranking nobles (see page 16), it is indeed likely 

that he was one of his king’s bhṛtyas.79 It is logical to assume that the inclusion of this qual-

ification in the bharatavākya was one of the ways in which Viśākhadatta acknowledged his 

indebtedness to the monarch for his patronage. Some have, however, gone beyond this 

assumption and saw in this word specific evidence to corroborate their theories for 

Viśākhadatta’s date. Thus Jacobi (1888:214), advocating the theory that Viśākhadatta pre-

sented the Mudrārākṣasa in the court of Avantivarman of Kashmir, noted that the 

Rājataraṅgiṇī of Kalhaṇa used a very similar expression in the account of Avantivarman’s 

life.80 In my opinion this may, at best, be taken as an indication that Kalhaṇa was familiar 

with the Mudrārākṣasa, but certainly not as evidence that Viśākhadatta was associated with 

Avantivarman’s court. 

Jayaswal formulated two entirely different theories to corroborate his dating of 

Viśākhadatta to the reign of Candragupta II on the basis of the term śrīmadbandhubhṛtya. 

Initially Jayaswal (1917:275) argued that bhṛtyas, “servants” would not have been de-

scribed as śrīmat and therefore we need to look for a different meaning in this compound. 

                                                        
 77 Pace RAY (1918:13), who opines that the reading Avantivarman is untenable precisely because the verse 

should be fully relevant to both reference frames. 
 78 The variant reading śrīmān bandhubhṛtyaḥ is found in two of Hillebrandt’s and one of Telang’s MSS. This 

would mean that it is the king himself who is exalted (śrīmān), and his henchmen are his relatives. Of this 
the former half is perfectly feasible but rather lukewarm, while the second half feels awkward. Another 
variant, found only in one of Telang’s MSS but corroborated by Vaṭeśvara’s commentary, is vargaḥ instead 
of bhṛtyaḥ, i.e. there are no henchmen, and “the group of the king’s relatives” are exalted. This seems to be 
a weak, corrupt reading. 

 79 The word bhṛtya literally means “one who is to be borne,” i.e. a dependent or employee. It is often 
translated into English as “servant,” but a king’s bhṛtyas include his highest-ranking officials. 

 80 Rājataraṅgiṇī 5.21: vibhajya bandhubhṛtyeṣu bubhuje pārthivaḥ śriyam, “the king enjoyed 
prosperity/exaltation, sharing it with his kin and subordinates.” See also page 176ff. about Viśākhadatta’s 
possible connection to another poet of Avantivarman’s court. 
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He proposed that it was a reference to a certain Bandhuvarman, a feudatory of Candra-

gupta’s successor Kumāragupta who governed the region around Daśapura (modern Man-

dasor). Jayaswal contended that this Bandhuvarman’s father, Viśvavarman, was a ruler 

(contemporaneous to Candragupta II) who did not acknowledge Gupta suzerainty. He fur-

ther theorised that Bandhuvarman, as a young heir-apparent, may have visited the court 

of Candragupta II and sworn fealty to the Gupta overlord against his father’s wishes.81 Thus 

if śrīmadbandhubhṛtya were to be interpreted as “whose subordinate is the exalted 

Bandhu,” then it would refer to the submission of Bandhuvarman to Candragupta. This 

beautifully constructed narrative may or may not be close to the truth, but without strong 

independent testimony for at least some of its premises, it can certainly not serve as evi-

dence for the dating of Viśākhadatta. 

Later on—probably because in the meantime the Devīcandragupta had been dis-

covered and associated with Viśākhadatta (see page 34)—Jayaswal changed his mind and 

drew up an even more elaborate theory in which he read the bharatavākya of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa on two separate planes. On one level, he says (JAYASWAL 1932a:34-35), the verse is a 

reference to Candragupta’s saving of Queen Dhruvadevī from the Śaka ruler, in which 

bandhubhṛtya82 would mean “loyal to his brother,”83 i.e. to Rāmagupta whose wife Dhruva-

devī was at the time. On another level, he reads the entire verse as a description of Viṣṇu, 

who has two brothers as his servants. 

The King and the God 

The bharatavākya draws a clear parallel between the reigning king and the Varāha 

avatāra of Viṣṇu.84 The figure of the Boar is present in texts85 as early as the Ṛgveda and the 

Yajurveda, but attains its full growth in the Purāṇas, the composition of which began in the 

Gupta age. The primeval Boar who lifts the earth above the waters of destruction and thus 

ensures the safety of all creatures living on it is a powerful allegory of the king. In Indian 

tradition the principal function of a ruler is often said to be the protection of the earth 

and/or of his subjects, as evidenced by some of the most common synonyms for king, such 

as bhūmipāla, “guardian of the earth” and nṛpa, “protector of men.” In the fully fledged 

Purāṇic version of the myth the deluge that threatens the earth is not a (super)natural 

phenomenon brought on by the end of a cosmic age, but the result of a demonic attack on 

the gods. Varāha does not merely lift the earth out of the water, but also defeats the forces 

                                                        
 81 See BAKKER 2014:34 for a different scenario of the relationship of the Aulikaras of Mandasor with the 

imperial Guptas in the time following Candragupta’s reign. 
 82 This double interpretation by Jayaswal presupposes accepting the variant śrīmān bandhubhṛtyaś (see note 

78 on page 45 above), though his interpretation of 1917 only works if śrīmat is part of the compound. 
 83 More literally, “a servant (bhṛtya) to his kinsman (bandhu).” The translation is as forced in my opinion as 

the rest of Jayaswal’s interpretation of the bharatavākya. 
 84 In the Veda saṃhitās and in the brāhmaṇas Varāha is not considered an avatāra of Viṣṇu, but appears as an 

independent entity or a manifestation of Prajāpati (RENNER 2012:1–2). 
 85 An excellent summary (in Hungarian) of the textual references to Varāha can be found in RENNER 2012:68–

100. 
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of the demons and their leader Hiraṇyākṣa. Thus the image is not merely that of a ruler 

who protects his subjects from natural disasters (and one another86), but one who actively 

defeats an encroaching enemy that threatens civilisation. 

The Gupta emperors consciously capitalised on this similarity between the roles 

of the Boar and the ruler,87 and during their age (as well as in the next few centuries) a 

high number of Varāha images were sculpted and consecrated, particularly in Central In-

dia.88 One of the earliest,89 and certainly one of the most grandiose sculptural implemen-

tations of this socio-religious programme is “Cave 5” (actually an artificially enlarged rock 

shelter) in the Gupta ritual complex at Udayagiri.90 The sculpted panel at the back of the 

“cave” depicts Varāha (in an anthropomorphic form with a boar’s head and a robust body), 

with a small, limp goddess Earth clinging to his tusk. Among the representations of various 

actors of the Varāha myth, there is the figure of a man kneeling in front of Varāha and 

identified by some scholars with Candragupta himself.91 

This impressive allegorical92 joint representation of the Boar and the King could 

be associated with the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa. JAYASWAL (1932a:35) theorised that 

the great Varāha panel at Udayagiri may have been inspired by the concluding verse of 

the Mudrārākṣasa, and went so far as to suggest that it may have been sculpted under the 

personal supervision of Viśākhadatta. Gail93 also advocated, probably unaware of Jayaswal, 

                                                        
 86 As pointed out for example in Arthaśāstra 1.13.5, where the king is advised to employ agents to remind 

discontented subjects that the original king, Manu, had been elected by the people because they had been 
overwhelmed by “the rule of the fish” (mātsyanyāyābhibhūtāḥ), that is to say, the strong gobbled up the 
weak. 

 87 See WILLIS 2009:46-55 for a discussion of Varāha as a political metaphor, and RENNER 2012:333 for the 
parallels between the roles of Varāha and the king. 

 88 Pre-Gupta Varāha sculptures are known only from the vicinity of Mathurā, while in the Gupta age the 
popularity of this deity spread to the east and south of Mathurā along trade routes (RENNER 2012:328–329). 

 89 An inscription in the neighbouring “cave” is dated to 401/402 CE, and it has generally been assumed that 
the Varāha panel is very close to this date. Another nearby inscription also attests that Candragupta II had 
visited this site in the course of his campaign against the Śakas in Mālava (RENNER 2012:138–139). VON 

STIETENCRON (2005:19-20) proposes that it was probably sculpted somewhat later, after Candragupta’s final 
victory over the Śakas (for which see page 54 and note 122 there). 

 90 See WILLIS 10–78 about Udayagiri in general, and 41-46 about the Varāha panel in particular. See also 
RENNER 2012:138–145 for a detailed description of this panel. 

 91 Both WILLIS (2009:47) and RENNER (2012:140) credit Agrawala as the first scholar to propose that the 
kneeling man represents Candragupta. However, Agrawala’s actual words seem to refer to some other 
subsidiary figure in this relief (possibly a standing one on the left-hand wall, rather than in the main 
panel?): “At one end stands a royal figure who seems to be the Emperor himself … At the opposite end 
stands Bhagavān Samudra, Lord of the Ocean shown in human form and facing the king, both of them 
worshipping the mighty Varāha figure” (AGRAWALA 1963:333–334). In any case, Sohoni (JBRS 57 [1971], 49-
56, cited by WILLIS 2009:49) definitely equated the kneeling figure with Candragupta. 

 92 Whether or not the kneeling figure represents the king, the parallel between on the one hand Varāha 
arising from the ocean (samudra)—represented in the Udayagiri image both iconically as waves (a feature 
not typical of other Varāha images), and by an anthropomorphic figure—and on the other hand Candra-
gupta born of his father Samudragupta, is unlikely to be accidental. WILLIS (2009:57-59) construes an 
additional level of allegory based on the kneeling figure to eliminate the implication that Candragupta (as 
the kneeling man) worshipped himself (as Varāha). 

 93 Adalbert J. Gail 1977. ‘Viṣṇu als Eber in Mythos und Bild,’ Beiträge zur Indienforschung, Ernst Waldschmidt zum 
80. Geburtstag gewidmet; cited by WILLIS 2009:53. 
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that the Udayagiri Varāha was “eine Illustration des Dichterworts.” VON STIETENCRON 

(2005:18) prefers to sit on the fence: “Whether the Udayagiri image is an illustration of the 

poet’s words, or whether the poet was in turn inspired by the image, cannot be determined 

with certainty.” WILLIS (2009:59–61) also links Viśākhadatta to Gupta political propaganda 

in general and his bharatavākya to the Udayagiri Varāha in particular, but also makes no 

claim that there was a direct causal relationship between them, one way or the other. 

Although the correspondence between the sculpture and the verse is indeed 

striking, it is by no means complete. The Udayagiri panel is an extremely complex image 

representing many elements of the Varāha myth with an intricate (if somewhat obscure) 

iconographic programme.94 There is no hint in the bharatavākya at any element of the 

myth but the Boar himself, the goddess Earth, and the devastation of the world (pralaya). 

There are, on the other hand, two small details in Viśākhadatta’s verse that may be rele-

vant to the issue. 

One of these is the expression vārāhīṃ tanum āsthitasya, literally “of [him who has] 

taken possession of a boarish body.” As I have noted above, the Udayagiri Varāha has the 

body of a man with a boar’s head. A “boarish body” might refer to the brute strength of a 

humanoid body, or one might suppose that the divine Boar has a human body as a matter 

of course—but then again, it might mean that Viśākhadatta had a theriomorphic boar, ra-

ther than an anthropomorphic one (nṛvarāha) in mind when he composed this stanza. 

RENNER (2012:329) points out that such representations first appeared nearly a hundred 

years after Candragupta’s death in 414 CE, around the turn of the 6th century. The earliest 

dated representation of this type is the monumental yajña-varāha of Eraṇ, established by 

a local ruler called Dhanyaviṣṇu in 500 CE, the first year of the reign of his overlord 

Toramāṇa (ibid. 150).95 

Another possibly relevant detail in the verse is the statement that the Earth took 

refuge on the tip of the Boar’s snout (potrakoṭi). As a rule of thumb, Gupta-age depictions 

of Varāha96 show the goddess clinging to the right tusk of the boar.97 Later sculptures, on 

the other hand, often show her as touching the boar’s snout.98 The reading potrakoṭiṃ is in 

fact replaced by dantakoṭiṃ, “tip of [his] tusk” in several manuscripts of the Mudrārākṣasa.99 

                                                        
 94 RENNER 2012:139 suggests that the panel may in some ways be a prototype of later images of the yajña-

varāha type, in which the pantheon of gods and other beings is, as it were, projected onto the surface of the 
body of a theriomorphic boar. 

 95 It is a strange twist that the (presumably) Hūṇa, i.e. barbarian king Toramāṇa, after defeating Mātṛviṣṇu’s 
elder brother in battle and accepting the former’s submission (BAKKER 2014:31–32), was tolerant enough to 
allow his new vassal to consecrate an image so charged with the notion of protection against barbarians. 

 96 Including the anthropomorphic image of Udayagiri and the theriomorphic statue of Eraṇ, as well as 
another impressive free-standing nṛvarāha statue at Eraṇ, the creation of which falls to some time between 
the former two. 

 97 This convention did not altogether disappear after the Gupta age RENNER (2012:137), but its prevalence 
certainly seems to have decreased. 

 98 Dateable specimens are known from the 6th century onward (RENNER 2012:161, 164, 168). 
 99 These include Hillebrandt’s MSS B, L and l. Telang chose dantakoṭiṃ for his critical text, apparently on the 

testimony of the majority of his manuscripts. His apparatus shows MS E as reading protha, which cannot be 



 Chapter 2. Clues in the Mudrārākṣasa 49 

I believe that in this case potra, a rather uncommon word, must be the original lectio 

difficilior, while danta is an early variant introduced, possibly, by a copyist familiar with 

one of the striking Gupta-age Varāha images.100 

All in all, though it is none too likely that our bharatavākya is closely connected to 

the Udayagiri Varāha, there is certainly a strong chance that the Gupta iconographic pro-

gramme of identifying the ruler with the boar incarnation influenced Viśākhadatta. None-

theless, opinions have been voiced that the Varāha imagery in this stanza, far from elimi-

nating the non-Gupta kings from the ranks of candidates for Viśākhadatta’s sponsorship, 

may actually confirm some of them. Thus JACOBI (1888:214) calls it surprising that a clearly 

Śaiva poet101 would finish his drama with a Vaiṣṇava image, but the surprise is explained 

if we accept that Viśākhadatta had (or tried to win) the favour of Avantivarman of Kash-

mir. For, says Jacobi, the Rājataraṅgiṇī tells us that Avantivarman’s greatest deed was “the 

preservation of his country from inundations of the Vitastâ by constructing dykes and 

canals,”102 and what is more, this king was in fact a natural born Vaiṣṇava even though he 

pretended to be Śaiva.103 In a slightly similar vein, DHRUVA (1930:xv–xvi) mentions that 

though the Maukharis were Śaivas, they are known to have sponsored an image of 

Harihara (Śiva and Viṣṇu sharing a single body), which may be parallel to Viśākhadatta’s 

mixed use of Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava motifs.104 

To return to the Gupta emperors, they were (as already indicated by the Varāha 

imagery) essentially Vaiṣṇavas, so much so that from Candragupta II onwards 

paramabhāgavata, “supreme [devotee] of Viṣṇu” became an almost ubiquitous style in their 

inscriptions (WILLIS 2009:65). Nonetheless, they were generally characterised by a high de-

gree of religious tolerance and were not averse to sponsoring Śaiva monuments, or at least 

permitted their high-standing underlings to do so. A particularly good example of this is 

                                                        
anything but a corruption of potra, but gives no other information, hence his MSS A, B, M, P and R can be 
assumed to read danta. Ḍhuṇḍhirāja also reads danta, while Vaṭeśvara, interestingly, has 
pautrakoṭipraṇayaparigatā in place of potrakoṭiṃ pralayaparigatā. The reading, though meaningful in itself 
(“surrounded by the love of millions of grandsons”), makes little sense in the context of the verse and 
must, therefore, be a corruption of potrakoṭiṃ pralayaparigatā. (That the corruption was present in 
Vaṭeśvara’s text of the Mudrārākṣasa rather than appearing later in the transmission of Vaṭeśvara’s 
commentary is evident because Vaṭeśvara takes this entire string as a compound qualifying the Earth 
goddess.) 

 100 There is unfortunately no convincing correlation between the reading at this locus and the variants of the 
king’s name in the bharatavākya. Of the four MSS reading potra or protha, two have Candragupta, while the 
others read rantivarmāḥ and ’vantivarmā; the ratio is slightly more skewed among the nine MSS that read 
danta, of which 6 read Candragupta, and the others have rantavarmā, rantivarmā and dharmavartī. 

 101 See page 19. 
 102 In fact it appears from the Rājataraṅgiṇī (5.72–107) that the dykes and canals were planned and constructed 

by a man called Suyya; Avantivarman had merely funded the operations, an act which, though laudable, 
does not in my perception really compare with Varāha’s feat. 

 103 Rājataraṅgiṇī 5.43: ā bālyād vaiṣṇavo [’]py āsīc chaivatām upadarśayan. Jacobi offers no explanation of how 
Viśākhadatta should have known of Avantivarman’s secret Vaiṣṇava leanings, which according to the same 
Rājataraṅgiṇī (5.124) he only confessed on his deathbed to his most trusted minister. 

 104 Dhruva refers here in particular to verses 3.20(73) and 3.21(74), the first about Śiva and the second about 
Viṣṇu, both sung by a court bard in the drama. His argument, however, is equally valid for the 
bharatavākya’s contrast with the distinctly Śaiva opening stanzas of the play. 



50 Part II. The Author in Context 

the religious complex of Udayagiri, where there are two Śaiva “caves” constructed by a 

minister and a vassal of Candragupta II in the immediate vicinity of the Varāha image 

(BAKKER 2010:462–463). Thus Viśākhadatta’s amalgam of Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava images would 

have been no less appropriate to the Gupta imperial court than to the courts of the 

Maukharis or the Utpala dynasty of the Kashmiri Avantivarman. In fact, the distribution 

of the images in the play —purely Śaiva in the opening invocation where the poet professes 

his own faith; then a Śaiva and a Vaiśnava stanza in the middle to praise the Candragupta 

of the play; and finally a purely Vaiṣṇava one in the bharatavākya to pay homage to the 

king of the real world—fits in extraordinarily well with the scenario of a Śaiva poet-min-

ister enjoying the patronage of a liberal Vaiṣṇava monarch. 

Ethnological Clues 

Mlecchas 

The barbarian foes of the historical Candragupta Maurya would have been mostly 

Yavanas (“Greeks,” that is to say, Hellenised people), and indeed Yavanas are featured 

prominently in the Mudrārākṣasa in the lists of barbarian peoples comprising the army of 

Parvataka and Malayaketu. These two rulers, however, are never called Yavanas, and the 

lists also include some tribe names that are clearly anachronistic for Mauryan times. It is 

reasonable to suppose that Viśākhadatta knew that Candragupta Maurya had warred 

against barbarians, but, not knowing the precise nature of the Mauryan king’s enemies 

and holding to the principle that one barbarian is much like another,105 he borrowed some 

names from literature and from his own days, in which too there must have been some 

sort of barbarian threat to his homeland, indicated by the prominent role that mlecchas 

play in the Mudrārākṣasa, along with the reference to them in the bharatavākya. 

The first indication the Mudrārākṣasa gives of the composition of the barbarian 

hordes of Malayaketu is in Act 1 where Cāṇakya, while composing the forged letter by 

which he intends to undermine Malayaketu’s trust in his vassals and in Rākṣasa, names the 

five principal chieftains106 allied with the mleccha prince. These vassals rule the nations of 

Kulūta, Malaya, Kaśmīra, Sindhu and the Pārasīkas.107 The second list of barbarian peoples 

                                                        
 105 In the entire Mudrārākṣasa there are but two adjectives that distinguish one barbarian people from 

another, apart from their distinction by name. In MR 1.19 the king of the Pārasīkas is described as 
pṛthuturagabala, “having extensive cavalry,” and in 5.11 the Śakas are said to be vīrāḥ, valiant. The latter is 
probably no more than a filler word in the verse, while horsemanship and excellent horses have been 
associated with people of the north-western frontier from the Mahābhārata to Rudyard Kipling 

 106 mleccharājabalasya madhyāt pradhānatamāḥ pañca rājānaḥ, after MR 1.18; 
 107 MR 1.19, kaulūtaś citravarmā malayanarapatiḥ siṃhanādo nṛsiṃhaḥ kāśmīraḥ puṣkarākṣaḥ kṣataripumahimā 

saindhavaḥ sindhuṣeṇaḥ| meghākṣaḥ pañcamo ’sau pṛthuturagabalaḥ pārasīkādhirājo. Neither editor reports any 
noteworthy variant readings for the tribe names. The same list of tribes and names (but without the 
qualifiers) is repeated in Prakrit prose after verse 5.9(117) and again in Sanskrit prose after 5.21(129), as 
part of Rākṣasa’s alleged oral message to Candragupta. See also note 149 on page 59 and note 155 on page 
60 for variants. 
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in the drama comes in the second act, where Virādhagupta (Rākṣasa’s spy) recollects the 

first siege of Pāṭaliputra, when it was still ruled by the Nandas and attacked by the forces 

of the barbarian king Parvataka (allied at that time to the pretender Candragupta). The 

tribes mentioned here are Śakas, Yavanas, Kirātas, Kāmbojas, Pārasīkas and Bāhlīkas.108 

There is a third and last list in the fifth act, describing the array in which Malayaketu’s 

army should proceed toward Pāṭaliputra to besiege the city.109 The composition of this 

army is somewhat different from Parvataka’s original army at the first siege of Pāṭaliputra. 

Śakas and Yavanas are present in both, but the other four tribes from the former host are 

missing, replaced by Khaśas, Magadhas, Gāndhāras (though this may be a qualification of 

the Yavanas110), Cedis and Hūṇas, and supplemented by “the remaining royalty of Kulūta 

and the rest,” which clearly means the nations (or at least the chieftains) of the first list of 

Malayaketu’s foremost vassals. 

Table 6 lists (in Latin alphabetical order) the names of the barbarian peo-

ples/lands mentioned in the Mudrārākṣasa. The columns numbered 1 to 3 indicate for each 

name whether it occurs in the first list (five principal chieftains), the second list (first siege 

of Pāṭaliputra) and the third list (second siege of Pāṭaliputra). In these columns the abbre-

viation v. l. indicates that the tribe name is found in a list only as a variant reading, not in 

Hillebrandt’s critical text. A plus sign in parentheses means that the tribe is implied but 

not explicitly named in the list, while a plus sign preceded by a question mark indicates 

that the name, though in Hillebrandt’s critical text, does not have strong manuscript sup-

port. The fifth and sixth columns indicate the section of the subcontinent to which the 

Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira111 and the Purāṇic list of peoples112 allocate these nations. 

This is shown in square brackets if one of these sources mentions a nation by a different 

                                                        
 108 Prose after MR 2.13(41), asti tāvac chaka-yavana-kirāta-kāmboja-pārasīka-bāhlīka-prabhṛtibhiś … candragupta-

parvateśvara-balair … uparuddhaṃ kusumapuram. Hillebrandt’s MS P reads sakalakirāta in place of śaka (it is 
not clear whether this MR repeats kirāta after yavana). A few further MSS of Hillebrandt’s and Telang’s omit 
pārasīka, kirāta or bāhlīka from the list. 

 109 MR 5.11, prasthātavyaṃ purastāt khaśamagadhagaṇair mām anu vyūḍhasainyair gāndhārair madhyayāne 
yavananṛpatibhiḥ saṃvidheyaḥ prayatnaḥ| paścād gacchantu vīrāḥ śakanarapatayaḥ saṃbhṛtāś cedihūṇaiḥ 
kaulūtādyo ’vaśiṣṭaḥ pathi parivṛṇuyād rājalokaḥ kumāram|| There are numerous variants for the compound 
khaśamagadha°, for which see page 57. For yavananṛpatibhiḥ all but two of Hillebrandt’s and apparently all of 
Telang’s MSS read sayavanapatibhiḥ or a corruption thereof. One of Hillebrandt’s MSS (as well as the 
Calcutta edition of Tarkavācaspati) reads kīrāḥ for vīrāḥ, which would add one more nation to the list (see 
note 149 on page 59) but which renders the sentence awkward. The Śakas and Hūṇas are unanimously 
found in all reported MSS, though Hillebrandt’s N spells the former Sakas, while the latter are Rūṇas 
(meaningless corruption) in Hillebrandt’s L. There are further alternative readings that scarcely affect the 
meaning of the line: tiṣṭhantu for gacchantu and saṃvṛtāḥ for saṃbhṛtāḥ are both widely attested. 

 110 The lack of a connective particle implies that gāndhārair and yavananṛpatibhiḥ are in apposition. However, 
the widely attested variant sayavanapatibhiḥ (see note 109) makes the Gāndhāras and the Yavanas two 
separate nations rather than the Yavanas of Gandhāra. The Mārkaṇḍeya, Brahmāṇḍa, Matsya and Vāmana 
Purāṇas also list these as two separate people, gāndhārā yavanāś caiva (SIRCAR 1971:33). 

 111 An encyclopaedic work of the early sixth century, thus probably as close as we can hope to get to what a 
learned north-Indian man of the early fifth to early seventh centuries (i.e. Viśākhadatta’s likely date range) 
may have known. The information shown in the table is based on SHASTRI 1969:65–107 (an alphabetical 
inventory of the peoples mentioned in the Bṛhatsaṃhitā; Malaya is discussed ibid. 53, under “Mountains”). 

 112 This information is based on the compilation of SIRCAR 1971:32–46. 
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name or only implies the region they inhabit. The last column contains additional details 

of the actual territory or identity of each people. 

Table 6. Territories of tribes mentioned in the Mudrārākṣasa 

People 1 2 3 BṛSaṃ Purāṇa Actual 

Bāhlīka  +  [NW] N Bactria, modern Balkh (N Afghanistan) 

Cedi   ?+ SE — Next to Magadha on the SW; see p. 56 

Cīna   v.l. NE N Perhaps Chinese; see page 56 

Gāndhāra   + N N N Pakistan, SE of Bāhlīka 

Hūṇa   + N N, H West or north; see page 54 

Kāmboja  +  SW113 N Modern Pakistan, E and S of the Indus 

Kāśmīra +  (+) NE N Modern Kashmir 

Khaśa   ?+ E, NE H Himalayas; see page 57 

Kīra v.l.  v.l. NE — Kangra valley 

Kirāta  +  NE, SW N Himalayas in the NE 

Kulūta +  + NW, NE N Kullu valley 

Magadha   ?+ E C See page 57 

Malaya +  (+) S S Western Ghats; see page 56 

Pārasīka114 + + (+) [SW] [W, N] Persians/Parthians in W India 

Śabara   v.l. [S] S Probably inhabitants of the Vindhyas 

Saindhava +  (+) SW115 N Sindh, around or beyond the Indus 

Śaka116  + + W [NW] Śaka satraps; see page 54 

Yavana  + + SW N Greeks or any Hellenised people  

Legend (see text for further explanation) 

Numbers 1–3: the three lists of barbarians in the Mudrārākṣasa  

bold face: western and northern people according to the Raghuvaṃśa 

grey shading: people definitely not belonging to the west and north 

N, E, S, W: cardinal directions 

C: north-central India, Madhyadeśa 

H: Himalayas, Parvatadeśa 

                                                        
 113 Varāhamihira appears to be in error here; see SHASTRI 1969:80. 
 114 The Bṛhatsaṃhitā does not use the term pārasīka, but the designation pahlava probably refers to the same or 

related people. Varāhamihira locates the Pahlavas in the southwest, probably referring to the Saurāṣṭra 
region. In the Purāṇic catalogue, Pārasīkas only appear in the “condensed list” (SIRCAR 1971:47), where they 
are preceded by some northern names such as saindhava and hūṇa. Pahlavas are featured in the main list as 
northerners. 

 115 Varāhamihira appears to be in error here; see SHASTRI 1969:62. 
 116 Śakas are said in the Purāṇic list of rivers to inhabit the banks of the river Cakṣu, i.e. the Oxus or Amu 

Darya (SIRCAR 1971:68). 
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It is readily apparent from the table that most of these tribes inhabited the north-

western marches. To render this more obvious, I have shaded in grey the few rows of the 

table that show people living elsewhere. Only one of four such nations is strongly attested 

in manuscripts of the Mudrārākṣasa: the people of Malaya. Of the north-western tribes ap-

pearing here, five are also mentioned in the section of the Raghuvaṃśa describing Raghu’s 

conquest of that corner of the world,117 and a sixth may be implied there. After vanquish-

ing the princes of the western coast (progressing northward), the king goes on to defeat 

the Pārasīkas, then encounters Yavanas (or at least their women) and fights the western 

horsemen. From this land of grapevines he proceeds to the north and reaches the saffron-

growing banks of the Oxus. He fights Hūṇas there, then routs the Kāmbojas and finally 

reaches the Himalayas, where he meets Kirātas. These names are emphasised by bold type 

in Table 6. 

DHRUVA (1891:33–34) argues on the evidence of the Kādambarī and Harṣacarita of 

Bāṇa that Kulūta and Sindhu were flourishing in the times of Avantivarman Maukhari, 

whereas the latter was not even an independent state around the reign of Avantivarman 

of Kashmir. We must, however, keep in mind that similar, slightly jumbled, lists of barbar-

ians are common in literature,118 and the appearance of any two names in such a list cannot 

be seen as a clue in favour of a particular historical period. There is, on the other hand, 

strength in Dhruva’s argument (ibid. 32) that Avantivarman of Kashmir was unlikely to 

have patronised a drama in which Kāśmīras are just another mleccha tribe among many, 

and in which the king of Kashmir is depicted as a champion of a losing cause and executed 

cruelly.119 JACOBI (1888:215) had anticipated this argument when he first suggested locating 

Viśākhadatta in ninth-century Kashmir, and reasoned that mleccha was simply “an abusive 

term for enemy,” and as Avantivarman himself had attained his throne after a succession 

war, neither he nor his subjects would have been offended at the abuse rendered to a Kash-

                                                        
 117 Raghuvaṃśa 4.61–79. mahebharadanotkīrṇavyaktavikramalakṣaṇam| trikūṭam eva tatroccair jayastambhaṃ cakāra 

saḥ|| pārasīkāṃs tato jetuṃ pratasthe sthalavartmanā| indriyākhyān iva ripūṃs tattvajñānena saṃyamī|| 
yavanīmukhapadmānāṃ sehe madhumadaṃ na saḥ| bālātapam ivābjānām akālajaladodayaḥ|| saṅgrāmas tumulas 
tasya pārasīkāśvasādhanaiḥ| śārṅgakūjitavijñeyapratiyodho rajasy abhūt|| [… 70:] vinītādhvaśramās tasya 
vaṅkṣutīraviveṣṭanaiḥ| dudhuvur vājinaḥ skandhām̐l lagnakuṅkumakesarān|| tatra hūnāvarodhānāṃ bhartṛṣu 
vyaktavikramam| kapolapāṭanādeśi babhūva raghuceṣṭitam|| kāmbojāḥ samare vīryaṃ tasya soḍhum anīśvarāḥ| 
gajālānaparikliṣṭair akṣoṭaiḥ sārdhamānatāḥ|| [… 79:] tasyāvāseṣu dānārdrair gaṇḍabhittivighaṭṭanaiḥ| gajavarṣma 
kirātebhyaḥ śaśaṃsurdevadāravaḥ|| Mallinātha’s version of the Raghuvaṃśa reads pāścātyair aśvasādhanaiḥ in 
place of pārasīkāśvasādhanaiḥ (talking simply of “western” horsemen instead of repeating the reference to 
Pārasīkas), and sindhutīre in place of vaṅkṣutīre (with the river Sindhu implying the Saindhava people). 

 118 For example, there is an exhaustive enumeration of the peoples of the world in canto 10 of the 
Bhīṣmaparvan of the Mahābhārata. This seems to group together all nations living north of the Vindhyas, so 
it gives little clue to the geographical location of tribes, but it nonetheless talks in one breath about 
Kāśmīras, Gāndhāras, Kulūtas and Bāhlikas (MBh 6.10.52), and shortly thereafter (6.10.64), specifically 
mentioning the north, about Yavanas, Kāmbojas, Hūṇas and Pāratakas (probably a variant of Pārasika). 

 119 King Puṣkarākṣa of Kashmir is one of the three kings accused of planning to seize Malayaketu’s territories, 
and is buried (presumably alive) in a deep pit for this. Prose after MR 5.21, atra ya eṣāṃ trayaḥ prathamā 
madīyāṃ bhūmiṃ kāmayante te gambhīraśvabhram upanīya pāṃśubhiḥ pūryantām. 
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miri king in the play, especially if they were familiar with a traditional account of Candra-

gupta’s wars in which this happened (and on which Viśākhadatta may have based his play). 

I disagree and hold with Dhruva120 that this treatment of Kāśmīras is a strong point against 

the Kashmir theory. 

WILLIS (2009:61) also sees a clue to Viśākhadatta’s date in the roll of barbarian 

tribes,121 saying it “appears to be a circle of enemies surrounding the Gupta dominion.” It 

is my impression, however, that rather than representing a circle, north-western peoples 

predominate as a rule and these require no explanation beyond Viśākhadatta’s attempt at 

historical veracity. In the following subsections I shall explore in further detail the drama’s 

references to the two nations that are nonetheless probably relevant to the date of the 

poet, and then examine the exceptions from the general rule of north-western barbarians. 

Śakas and Hūṇas 

In the time of Candragupta II the barbarians threatening the heartland were 

Śakas, the Western Kṣatrapas of modern-day Gujarat, whom Candragupta extirpated at the 

end of the 4th century122 in a campaign that has been described as a “brilliant conquest” 

which “put an end to the domination of foreigners, who occupied the soil of India for the 

longest period.”123 This war furnished at least part of the plot for the Devīcandragupta124 and 

probably supplied the reason why Candragupta bore the epithet Vikramāditya, “Sun of 

Valour.” In the second half of the fifth century and throughout the sixth the barbarian 

menace was that of the Hūṇas, whose advance Skandagupta initially checked, and whose 

dominion was shattered by Yaśodharman (probably with help from the Maukhari king 

Īśānavarman)125 around 530, but who remained a power to contend with until they were 

dealt the final blow by Rājyavardhana, King Harṣavardhana’s brother, at the end of the 

sixth century.126 And finally, supposing that Viśākhadatta worked in the court of Avanti-

varman of Kashmir in the ninth century, the present-day mlecchas would have been the 

Muslims who by this time controlled the areas around the river Indus.127 

We can be reasonably certain that there are no Muslims in the Mudrārākṣasa. Alt-

hough the terms mleccha and yavana have often been used in India’s history for Islamic 

peoples,128 the mlecchas of the play show no indication whatsoever of being Muslims. Their 

                                                        
 120 As well as SASTRI (1931:164) and DE (1945:51n3). 
 121 Though he only refers to the list of mleccha kings, and omits Kaśmīra. 
 122 The last known date of the Śaka ruler Rudrasiṃha III is 390 CE from a dated coin. The time of Candra-

gupta’s final victory over the Śakas may be indicated by the fact that his coins begin to imitate Śaka style 
from the year 409/410 CE onward (VON STIETENCRON 2005:16). 

 123 MAJUMDAR & ALTEKAR 1946:154. 
 124 See page 19. THAPAR (2013:357) theorises that Candragupta’s little-known predecessor Rāmagupta may have 

been appointed the governor of the Mālava region as the heir-apparent, and thus come into conflict with 
the Śakas. 

 125 BAKKER 2014:38, 51–52. 
 126 BAKKER 2014:38, 74–75. DHRUVA (1923:x) tentatively puts this victory in 606 CE. 
 127 JACOBI 1888:214. 
 128 See e.g. DONIGER 2009:447. 
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names are Sanskritic, and at least some of them observe Hindu rituals.129 Śakas and Hūṇas, 

on the other hand, are both mentioned in the drama by name, which shows that Viśākha-

datta must have lived in a time when these people were known in India. However, they are 

only referred to twice and once (respectively), and neither of them are allotted an im-

portant place in the barbarian army, nor are their chieftains represented in the list of five 

foremost princes in the army of the barbarian king. Therefore the mere fact that Viśākha-

datta was aware of a tribe called Hūṇa cannot be taken as proof of his having lived later 

than middle of the fifth century, as Kālidāsa, now generally held to be a contemporary of 

Candragupta II, also knew Hūṇas as a fringe people.130 

Śakas first appear in the list of armies participating in the first siege of Pāṭali-

putra. Here they are noted at the head of a list of peoples, immediately followed by 

Yavanas. The other occurrence of the name Śaka is in the third list, which describes the 

array in which Malayaketu’s army is to march against Pāṭaliputra. Although they are de-

scribed as “valiant,” the position they occupy does not appear to be dignified. The Śaka 

chieftains form the rear guard of the army, combined with the Hūṇas, to whom this is the 

only reference in the Mudrārākṣasa.  

TELANG (1884:xx) believed that the barbarians of the author’s days must have been 

Hūṇas, against whom the Maukhari rulers would have fought alongside the later Guptas. 

DHRUVA (1891:33–34) reiterated Telang’s arguments and added further detail based mostly 

on the Harṣacarita to prove that Avantivarman Maukhari may well have been involved in 

successful campaigns against the Hephtalites. On the other hand, JAYASWAL (1913:265) 

claimed that Viśākhadatta’s knowledge of Hūṇas did not rule out a date around the turn 

of the 5th century, at which time these particular people, though not a menace to the heart-

land, were already known in India as a group of barbarians on the fringe.131 He took the 

marginal role of Hūṇas within the drama as further corroboration of an early date for 

Viśākhadatta. 

                                                        
 129 Thus in Act 1 Candragupta performs a pāralaukika ceremony for the deceased Parveteśvara and donates his 

jewels to brāhmaṇs (MR after 1.18, devassa pavvadīsarassa pāraloiaṃ kāduṃ), while in Act 4 Malayaketu 
remarks that he has not even offered an oblation to his deceased father because in his vain pride he had 
sworn to avenge him first (MR after 4.4(90), na cāsmābhir vṛthāpuruṣābhimānam udvahadbhis tam uddiśya 
toyāñjalir apy āvarjitaḥ). The “barbarians” of actual Indian history may have been pretty civilised too, see 
note 95 on page 48. 

 130 See note 117 on page 53. 
 131 Jayaswal’s arguments include the fact that Kālidāsa describes the Hūṇas as a people inhabiting the banks of 

the Indus where saffron grows (see note 117 on page 53; reading vaṃkṣu [Oxus] instead of sindhu [Indus] at 
this locus does not alter the argument). Jayaswal dates Kālidāsa to the middle of the sixth century and 
theorises that the Hūṇas must have retreated to this region after Yaśodharman’s victory over Mihirakula 
around 530 CE. CHARPENTIER (1923:589) calls Jayaswal’s arguments “rather weak” and contends that 
“nobody in India had certainly obtained any real knowledge [of Hūṇas] before the time of the later 
imperial Guptas.” However, since then Kālidāsa has been widely accepted as a contemporary of Candra-
gupta II, which further strengthens Jayaswal’s theory. Note also that Hūṇas also seem to be mentioned in 
the Purāṇic list of dynasties (PARGITER 1913:46–47; see also page 97), which is unlikely to be later than the 
4th century (PARGITER 1913:xxvii–xxviii); the reading is, however, somewhat uncertain. 
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It thus seems that, just as with many other pieces of evidence, the mere fact that 

Śakas and Hūṇas are mentioned in the Mudrārākṣasa gives no reliable indication of the date 

of Viśākhadatta. There is, however, one aspect of this clue that, to my knowledge, has not 

been pointed out before: both these people must have been known in the Indian heartland 

for a long enough time for our poet to feel that they might as well have been present in 

the Maurya age of yore. If the Hūṇas had just recently appeared on the fringes, then 

Viśākhadatta, noted for his astuteness and awareness of political matters, probably would 

not have included them in a historical play. 

Cedis or Cīṇas? 

The nation featured next to the Śakas and the Hūṇas (and in compound with the 

latter) is that of the Cedis in Hillebrandt’s critical text. It is, however, surprising for the 

barbarian army to include a people who have been Brahmanical residents of north-central 

India at least since the time of the Mahābhārata.132 It is probably for this reason that Telang 

opts for the variant cīṇa.133 Albeit the identification of the Cīṇas (or Cīnas) is not quite cer-

tain, they are certainly northerners beyond the pale of Indian civilisation. The appellation 

is often used for the Chinese, or to any people of Central Asia who were not distinguished 

from the Chinese in ancient India. The land of Cīṇa has been described as lying beyond 

Cilāta or Kirāta in the Himalayas (LAW 1954:73), while RAPSON (1900:539) notes that Cīṇas 

may be the inhabitants of a land called Cīnapati (which Xuanzang mentions by the name 

Chi-na-po-ti) near Kulūta. 

JAYASWAL (1913:265) saw the joint reference to Cīṇas and Hūṇas134 as further con-

firmation of his theory that in Viśākhadatta’s days the White Huns were no more than a 

fringe people. It could, on the other hand, be argued that if the reading cedi is original after 

all, it might refer to Hūṇas who have already conquered the land of Cedi. SALOMON (1989:29) 

observes that the Hūṇa king Toramāṇa approached the central-Indian city of Eraṇ135 from 

the north, that is to say, through Cedi country, and continued his conquest to the south 

and west from there. Thus in the early sixth century a Hūṇa army may well have included 

the troops of vanquished Cedi chiefs, or alternatively (taking the compound cedihūṇaiḥ as 

a tatpuruṣa rather than a dvandva), Hūṇas may have been thought of as coming from Cedi 

lands. 

                                                        
 132 The country of Cedi roughly corresponds to modern Buṇḍelkhaṇḍ, i.e. the northern part of Madhya 

Pradesh (LAW 1954:49). The Bṛhatsaṃhitā places the Cedis in the south-eastern sector (SHASTRI 1969:73). 
 133 Found in two of Hillebrandt’s MSS (one of which spells it cīna) and a not-quite-clear number of Telang’s 

MSS (of which three attest cedi, two spell śīṇa, while the rest presumably read cīṇa). Variants for this locus 
also include ceta and caida, each in one of Hillebrandt’s MSS, which may be corruptions of cedi. 

 134 Taking the reading cīṇa “for granted without further discussion,” as CHARPENTIER (1923:588n2) chidingly 
remarks. 

 135 Where he established a power base and held it until 515 CE when Prakāśadharman of the Aulikara dynasty 
defeated him in war (SALOMON 1989:27). 
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Khaśas and Magadhas 

The inclusion of Magadha—practically the cradle of Indian civilisation, the very 

land of which Pāṭaliputra is the capital—in the list of mleccha hosts is most unexpected 

indeed. TELANG (1918:31) explicitly notes that all his manuscripts attest this word and the 

only explanation he can offer for it is that it refers to “discontented inhabitants of 

Magadha, who still followed Râkshasa, repudiating all connexion with Chandragupta as a 

usurper.” He then goes on to conjecture that the authentic reading may have been magara, 

a tribe that “inhabits the Himālayan tracts near Kumaon.” TELANG (ibid. 30) identifies the 

Khaśas, mentioned in juxtaposition to (and in compound with) the Magadhas, as another 

Himalayan people, lending credibility to the proposed emendation. He adds that “the 

Goorkhas of Nepal originally belonged to the twin tribes, Magaras and Kshaśas [sic],” 

which I presume to be the ethnic groups now generally known as Magar and Khas or 

Khasiya. 

While this identification cannot be ruled out entirely, it does not seem very con-

vincing. The Khaśas may well be a Himalayan people, as the Bṛhatsaṃhitā assigns them to 

the eastern and north-eastern regions, but they are generally held to be inhabitants of the 

western parts of the Himalayan tracts, identified as the present-day Khakka or Khakha 

people living on the southern and western borders of Kashmir,136 rather than “the tribes 

still dwelling in the Khaśia and Garo hills in the NE part of Bengal” (TELANG 1918:30). As for 

the ethnonym magara, it does not seem to be attested at all in ancient Indian sources; at 

least, it is not mentioned in the Bṛhatsaṃhitā or the Mahābhārata, nor is it discussed in 

Bimala Churn Law’s Historical Geography (LAW 1954). 

Reaching back to the manuscripts of the Mudrārākṣasa, it turns out that both 

terms are rather weakly attested, though they may nonetheless be the best readings in 

this locus. The word khaśa or its variant khasa is found in four of Telang’s manuscripts (A, 

B, E, N, P) and at least three of Hillebrandt’s (Ch, K, N).137 All of Telang’s sources corroborate 

magadha,138 but among Hillebrandt’s texts it may be attested only in two: a manuscript he 

describes as “faulty” (Be), and one that has a clearly corrupt reading139 at this point (M). 

                                                        
 136 SHASTRI (1969:82). STEIN (1979: vol. 1. p. 47n) remarks that on the basis of notices collected by Lassen “it 

appears that the name Khaśa has been used since early times in Skr. literature for the designation of tribes 
settled in widely different parts of the Himālaya regions. Accordingly in numerous instances the exact 
application of the term remains doubtful.” Regardless, Stein is positive about the identification of the 
Khaśas of the Rājataraṅgiṇī as the inhabitants of “the valleys lying immediately to the S. and W. of the Pīr 
Pantsāl range,” and there is no particular reason why the Khaśas of the Mudrārākṣasa should be identified 
differently. 

 137 The lamentable lack of a positive apparatus in both editions makes it next to impossible to determine 
exactly which manuscripts support an editor’s preferred reading. Fortunately, TELANG (1918:31) mentions 
separately the MSS that read khaśa.  

 138 This is again noted separately (TELANG 1918:31). 
 139 The reading reported by Hillebrandt is śakamagadhadhanuper, which is wildly hypermetrical and remains 

hypermetrical even if we suppose that it replaces khaśamagadhagaṇair (even though listed after the lemma 
khaśamagadha). Even ignoring the metrical problem, the word śaka properly appears in quarter c of this 
verse (where Hillebrandt does not note a different reading for this MS), so it is clearly a corruption here. 
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Hillebrandt’s manuscript L probably also reads khaśamagadha, 140  and N’s reading 

khasamagata may be a corruption of the same. The word khaśa is replaced by saha in one of 

Hillebrandt’s (Be) and three of Telang’s manuscripts (M, R, G), but this reading produces a 

syntactically incorrect sentence.141 Among Hillebrandt’s manuscripts, two read gaja for 

magadha (B and P, two of his five principal witnesses), but the strength of this reading is 

undermined by the fact that they have two different variants for the first part of the com-

pound (replacing khaśa): niṣadha142 in B and samada143 in P. The latter variant (found in the 

manuscript Hillebrandt considers the best) is corroborated by Vaṭeśvara’s commentary,144 

while Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s commentary (as printed in TELANG 1918 and KALE 1976) apparently 

omits this verse entirely. Hillebrandt’s K and Ch read śavara and savara, which are obvi-

ously versions of another ethnonym, Śabara.145 

The manuscripts certainly suggest that the divergence of readings at this locus is 

very old. It is not possible at present to determine if any of these readings is authentic, and 

there are two radically opposite scenarios that I can imagine to account for the variation. 

In one, khaśamagadhagaṇair (with the greatest manuscript support) is for some unfathom-

able reason original, and the text changed (into a plethora of readings) in transmission 

because copyists were as shocked to meet Magadhans in an army attacking Magadha as we 

are. In the other, some reading resembling samadagajagaṇair146 (with Vaṭeśvara) is original, 

and the change in transmission (perhaps initially prompted by slight textual corruption) 

was facilitated by a redactor’ urge to put ethnonyms, rather than just “troops” in the first 

line of the stanza to make it more similar in structure to the others. In any case, this part 

of the verse does not seem to furnish any usable information about the date of Viśākha-

datta. 

                                                        
 140 This MS seems identical to Telang’s P (see page 12). 
 141 The text is prasthātavyaṃ purastāt khaśamagadhagaṇair mām anu vyūḍhasainyaiḥ. With sahamagadhagaṇair, 

the sentence would lack an agent to which this compound can stand in apposition. (The common variant 
mām anuvyūhya sainyam for the end of this quarter-verse does not affect this problem.) The copyists who 
adopted saha may have construed gāndhārair at the beginning of the next quarter as the agent, but this 
raises further problems and besides, Viśākhadatta is generally averse to enjambement and this verse in 
particular very clearly consists of sentence per quarter. 

 142 A tribe/country name found in many places in literature but somewhat obscure; in all likelihood a central 
Indian region (see LAW 1954:325). 

 143 Elephants (gaja) are said to be rutting (samada) as a matter of course in Sanskrit literature, so this word is 
no more than a space filler. 

 144 Vaṭeśvara gives no lemma, but his from exposition prasthātavyaṃ purastād iti| mām anuvyūhya sainyaiḥ 
prasthātavyam iti sambandhaḥ| kīdṛśaiḥ sainyaiḥ? samadā ye gajās tair yuktaiḥ| anuvyūhya … it is certain that he 
read samadagaja, possibly followed by yutair rather than gaṇair. (The variant (anu)vyūhya cited here is 
widely attested in manuscripts.) 

 145 Śabaras are probably pre-Aryan denizens of the Vindhya range or the Deccan plateau, and are often 
grouped with Drāviḍas (SHASTRI 1969:96). See also note 224 on page 133 for another text linking Śabaras to 
the siege of Pāṭaliputra. 

 146 Possibly samadagajaghaṭair. This is not attested in any reported manuscript, but ghaṭā (a troop of elephants) 
is a favourite word of Viśākhadatta’s, which may have been hard to interpret for some later copyists, 
especially with a masculine ending (as a bahuvrīhi compound in apposition to sainyaiḥ). 
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Malaya, Malayaketu and Parvataka 

The most striking exception among so many names belonging to the northwest is 

the term Malaya, represented by the name of Malayaketu and by a certain Siṃhanāda, king 

of Malaya,147 included among the five foremost vassals of Malayaketu. Malaya is beyond 

doubt the name of the Western Ghats,148 the mountain range along the west coast of south 

India (or a particular peak in this range), associated in Sanskrit literature with pleasant 

winds bearing the fragrance of sandalwood. 

Perhaps there is nothing unusual in the inclusion of southern princes; GOODWIN 

(1998:125n11) for instance merely notes that the name implies “a non-Aryan from South 

India.” There is, however, nothing in the Mudrārākṣasa to indicate that Malayaketu or his 

vassal Siṃhanāda are southerners. On the other hand, the other four of the five mleccha 

princes rule the people of the Kaulūtas, Kāśmīras (v. l. Kīras149), Saindhavas and Pārasīkas. 

All of these live in the north and north-west. Furthermore, three of the five princes—

namely: Citravarman of Kulūta, Siṃhanāda of Malaya and Puṣkarākṣa of Kaśmīra—are in-

culpated in the drama of being desirous of Malayaketu’s territories.150 In order for this 

slander to be plausible, the realms of all these rulers, not just that of Siṃhanāda, must 

already be adjacent to those of Malayaketu.151 Finally, the Pariśiṣṭaparvan of Hemacandra152 

describes Malayaketu’s father Parvataka as a king of Himavatkūṭa, “Himalayan Peak.”153 It 

is more than likely that Viśākhadatta did not think of Parvataka (and hence Malayaketu) 

as a southerner. 

                                                        
 147 MR 1.19 and prose after 5.21, malayanarapatiḥ siṃhanādaḥ. Neither Hillebrandt nor Telang report any 

variants for malaya in either of these loci, nor for the name of Malayaketu. 
 148 See e.g. LAW (1954:22–23, 173). The name Malaya is in fact a Sanskritisation of the Tamil word malai, 

meaning “mountain” (JAYASWAL 1913:267n15), and is probably also preserved in the classical European 
name for that region, Malabar. 

 149 The variant kīra has been adopted into Hillebrandt’s critical text at one locus (cited below in note 150), in 
Prakrit text, an inconsistency since he is said to be the lord of Kaśmīra in all other occurrences. The 
testimony for this reading is borne by three of Hillebrandt’s MSS (N, K and Ch); all his other sources read 
some variant of kamhīra/kasmīra. Telang chooses the reading kamhīra for his critical text and reports one 
MS (N) that reads kīra instead. In any case, the Kīras are also a northern people, described in the 
Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira (14.29) as residents of the north-east of the subcontinent, while epigraphic 
evidence locates them further west, near modern Baijnath in the Kangra valley (SHASTRI 1969:82). 

 150 Prose after 5.9(117), …kulūdādhivo cittavammo malaādhivo sīhaṇādo kīradesaṇādho pukkharakkho sindhurāo 
sindhuṣeṇo pārasīādhivadī mehakkho tti. ettha jjeva je ede paḍhamabhaṇidā tiṇṇi rāāṇo te malaakeduṇo visaaṃ 
ahilasanti. 

 151 This was pointed out by SETH (1941:172), to whose solution for the problem I shall return shortly. 
 152 A 12th-century Jaina chronicle that probably drew on sources related to those Viśākhadatta himself had 

used; see page 106 for details. 
 153 Parvataka has no son in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan, but there too he enters an alliance with Candragupta against 

the Nandas in exchange for a promise of half the Nanda empire (see page 106ff. for the story). JACOBI 
(1932:lxxv n1) believes Parvataka may be a historical king contemporary to Candragupta Maurya, and 
proposes to identify him with a certain Parba mentioned in the Bauddha Pārvatīya Vaṃśāvalī (a text no 
earlier than the 18th century but purportedly based on old material) as ruling three generations before 
Aśoka’s visit to Nepal. This Vaṃśāvalī (INDRAJI 1884:412) says that Parba’s son and successor was called 
Thunka (or Banka in related texts), so there is no trace of Malayaketu here. 
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The first scholar to note this apparent contradiction and suggest a bold solution 

was Jayaswal (1913:266–267), who proposed that the name Malayaketu must be a Sanskriti-

sation of a foreign name, and not just any name, but that of Seleucus Nicator,154 who waged 

an unsuccessful war against Candragupta after the death of Alexander the Great. Jayaswal 

observes that the glyphs for sa and ma look very similar in Gupta script (and, it might be 

added, in several later north-Indian scripts). Supposing that Viśākhadatta had used the 

name Salayaketu (a hypothetical Sanskritisation of Σέλευκος), it is easy to imagine later 

copyists, to whom this name appeared meaningless, good-naturedly emending it to 

Malayaketu. Jayaswal also contended that the name of Parvataka was in fact derived from 

Philip (Φίλιππος, the name of a satrap whom Alexander appointed to govern the Punjab) 

through the putative intermediate form Pantalaka. CHARPENTIER (1923:586n2) dismissed 

Jayaswal’s suggestions as “wholly fanciful.” This is certainly true for the latter name, but 

the possibility that Malayaketu might be connected to Seleucus in both name and deeds 

cannot be disregarded, though admittedly there is no way to prove it decisively. 

H. C. SETH (1941) proposed to identify Parvataka as Porus, and the Malaya people155 

as the Malloi, a nation against whom Alexander had warred according to Greek and Latin 

histories156 and who lived on both banks of the river Hydraotes (Irāvatī, present-day Rāvī) 

in the land adjacent to the domain of Porus. There are two principal pillars to his argu-

mentation. One is geographical: he avers (ibid. 175) that the territory held by Porus in Al-

exander’s days falls precisely between the land of Kulūtas and Kāśmīras on the one hand 

and that of the Malloi on the other. Therefore, if Parvataka is Porus and the Malayas are 

the Malloi, the claim that the rulers of Kulūta, Kaśmīra and Malaya were seeking to seize 

land from Malayaketu (whose kingdom must have been identical to that of his father) be-

comes credible. The second part of Seth’s deduction is based on the old (and generally 

accepted) assumption that the name Porus (Πῶρος) is a Greek adaptation of the Indic name 

Puru. Seth enlists some textual references157 to show that the Puru tribe of ancient times 

lived in a mountainous area and their lords were therefore legitimate holders of the titles 

parvateśvara, “lord of the mountains” and parvataka, “of the mountains.” 

                                                        
 154 In fact, the connection between the figures—but not the names—of Malayaketu and Seleucus had already 

been made by Wilson, the first Western scholar to study the Mudrārākṣasa: “The failure of Seleucus in his 
attempt to extend his power in India, and his relinquishment of territory, may possibly be connected with 
the discomfiture and retreat of MALAYAKETU, as narrated in the drama, although it may be reasonably 
doubted whether the Syrian monarch and the king of Magadhá ever came into actual collision” (WILSON 
1835:134). 

 155 It could be argued that in Malayaketu’s name, Malaya refers to the mountain; but in the case of the king of 
Malaya, one would expect the name of a country or a nation. It is therefore reasonable to understand 
malayanarapati as “king of the Malayas” rather than “king of Malaya” (since there is no such country, only a 
mountain by this name). The variant readings in the Prakrit and Sanskrit prose versions of the list of 
barbarian chieftains (see note 107 on page 50) include janādhipa in place of narapati, which also implies that 
at least some copyists may have taken Malaya to mean a tribe rather than a land. 

 156 See e.g. SMITH 1914:94–97. 
 157 Mahābhārata 2 (Sabhāparvan) 27.11-19 and Aṣṭādhyāyī 27.11–19; see SETH (1941:175–177) for details. 
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The Malloi of the Greek chronicles have been identified as the people known in 

Indic sources as Mālava, after whom the north-western region of central India is named 

(today usually spelt Malwa in English). It does, however, seem that there were indeed 

Mālavas in the north-western frontier areas at least until the middle of the first millen-

nium CE. The Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira (mid-sixth century) described Mālavas as liv-

ing in the north of the Indian subcontinent, from where some of them seem to have mi-

grated in early historic times to present-day Malwa.158 Seth’s hypothesis seems convincing 

(though unprovable) as far as the identification of Parvataka and Porus is concerned. Iden-

tifying the Malayas of the Mudrārākṣasa as the Malloi/Mālava159 would eliminate the incon-

sistency of the inclusion of a southern nation among so many north-western mlecchas. 

However, assuming that the Malloi were indeed known in India as Mālavas, Viśākhadatta’s 

use of the name Malaya for them would require further explanation. 

It must also be kept in mind that the Mudrārākṣasa does refer to the Mālava people 

by name, and though the possibility cannot be excluded, it is unlikely that they are meant 

to be the same nation as the Malayas. A prince and a war leader of the Mālavas are said to 

have been Candragupta’s partners in his initial uprising against the Nandas, and then to 

have deserted him and taken succour with Malayaketu.160 If these two noblemen had been 

related to Malayaketu and/or to Siṃhanāda of Malaya, surely this would have been men-

tioned in the play. The only explanation I can think of is that some tradition preserving a 

memory of Mālavas living in the far north-west had altered the name of these people to 

Malaya.161 

As indicated above,162 the name of Parvataka occurs in texts that are probably in-

dependent of the Mudrārākṣasa, but that of Malayaketu does not. It is therefore probable 

that the latter was not borrowed from whatever source concerning the Mauryan age was 

available to Viśākhadatta. It is known from some epigraphic records that in the 9th and 11th 

centuries CE there was a dynasty in northern Bihar whose rulers called themselves de-

scendants of Malayaketu,163 but lacking any further information about when, if ever, their 

Malayaketu lived and what deeds he had done, it is impossible to tie him to Viśākhadatta. 

The name Malayadhvaja, more or less synonymous with Malayaketu, also occurs in several 

                                                        
 158 SHASTRI 1969:88. See also SIRCAR 1971:205–207 for more details. 
 159 This identification had actually been first suggested by RAPSON (1900:541–532), though SETH does not refer 

to this article and may have been unaware of it. According to Rapson, a country in the north of India, 
which Xuanzang calls San-po-ho, has been referred to as Mo-lo-so or Mo-lo-po in other Chinese sources. 
He proposes that this latter name, as well as the Malloi of the Greek chroniclers and the Malayas of the 
Mudrārākṣasa, are all distortions of an original name Mālava, and also notes that the Bṛhatsaṃhitā classes 
the Mālavas among northern people. 

 160 Prose after MR 3.24(77). See page 62 for further discussion. 
 161 See page 104 for another appearance of the name Malaya, possibly meaning a barbarian land in the north-

west, in a Buddhist source that may be roughly contemporaneous with the Mudrārākṣasa. 
 162 See page 59 and note 153 there. 
 163 See SIRCAR 1963:130–131. 
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texts and may have been held by at least one historical person,164 but none of these seem 

to have anything in common with our Malayaketu. It is most likely that that the young 

prince is a figment of our poet, and there remains a possibility that his choice of name is 

not random, but fraught with some allusion that is not transparent to us.165 

The Mālavan Gentlemen 

After verse 3.24(77) of the Mudrārākṣasa there is a list of some of Candragupta’s 

courtiers, who had been his partners in the revolt against the Nandas, but then 

(seemingly166) switched sides and gone over to Malayaketu. The last two people on the 

list—Rohitākṣa, a prince of Mālava, and Vijayavarman, a leader of a group of warriors167—

are truly intriguing. The term kṣatragaṇamukhya might be just an unusual expression for a 

sort of marshal, the topmost leader of all the armies. But given that it occurs in juxtaposi-

tion to the name Mālava, there appears be a different answer to the riddle. Rohitākṣa and 

Vijayavarman appear to be connected even more closely a few lines later on in the drama, 

where they are referred to by a dvandva compound in the dual, and they have the same 

(alleged) reason for their desertion: dissatisfaction with the respect they received from 

Candragupta.168 It is therefore entirely reasonable to assume that Vijayavarman also be-

longs to the Mālava people: a nation famed for being governed, at least in early times, not 

by a single king but by a larger body called gaṇa, “group.” This type of government (known 

to have existed in several other tribes, such as that of the Yaudheyas) has often been called 

republican,169 but was probably in fact an oligarchy, with a limited number of the warrior 

elite deciding matters together. I believe that kṣatragaṇa must refer to this aristocracy, and 

Vijayavarman as kṣatragaṇamukhya was a sort of chairman in the council of the elite. 

The nation of the Mālavas lent their name to a region in central India on the 

northern side of the Vindhya range, known to this day as the Malwa plateau. As noted 

above (page 61) in the context of the name Malaya, they probably moved south from an 

earlier homeland in the northern Panjab. Although the Mudrārākṣasa does not tell where, 

                                                        
 164 In Tamil legendary history Malayadhvaja is the son of Kulaśekhara Pāṇdya (founder of Madurai), and 

father (or ancestor) of the queen-goddess Mīṇākṣī. A Pāṇḍya chieftain with this name also appears in the 
Mahābhārata (Droṇaparvan, cantos 14–15). Another Malayadhvaja in the Kathāsaritsāgara (lambaka 17, 
taraṅgas 115–119) is the second son of an eastern king named Merudhvaja. 

 165 See page 230 for a possibility. 
 166 One of these people, Bhāgurāyaṇa, is clearly revealed to the audience as Cāṇakya’s agent in the first act 

(after MR 1.14). At the same point in the drama, Cāṇakya mentions the others as candraguptasahotthāyino 
bhadrabhaṭaprabhṛtayaḥ pradhānapuruṣāḥ, but only a very attentive audience would be able to remember 
this one detail among so many others. As a reminder after MR 3.24(77), some manuscripts (and Telang’s 
critical text) add the sentence ete vayaṃ devasya kārye avahitāḥ sma at the end of the list of these deserters, 
which would tell the audience that all of them were working on secret orders. The final revelation takes 
place at the very end of the play, where verse 7.10(163) clearly declares that all these people were part of a 
stratagem: ete bhadrabhaṭādayaḥ … sarvo ’sau vṛṣalasya … nayaḥ. 

 167 After MR 3.24(77), mālavarājaputro rohitākṣaḥ kṣatragaṇamukhyo vijayavarmeti. There are no significant 
variants reported in either edition.  

 168 See page 63 and note 173 there for further details. 
 169 In the same spirit, India today calls itself a gaṇarājya, literally “group kingship,” i.e. democracy. 
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geographically, Rohitākṣa and Vijayavarman had come from, the list of these principal 

collaborators of Candragupta—unlike the rolls of barbarian armies (page 50)—includes no 

people who obviously belong to far-away regions.170 There is thus good reason to assume 

that these Mālavan aristocrats were not tribal chieftains of the north, but members of 

courtly circles in the heartland. This could not have been the case in Candragupta 

Maurya’s days, and must therefore be an indication of the political conditions in Viśākha-

datta’s time. 

To summarise the history of the Mālavas (based on MAJUMDAR & ALTEKAR 1946:31–

33) up to the period relevant to our problem, they occupied the north-eastern parts of 

present-day Rajasthan sometime before the first century CE. Here they came under the 

sway of the Śaka kṣatrapas, but regained independence and began to strike their own coins 

about 225 CE, from which time they remained autonomous till the reign of Samudragupta. 

Sometime around the mid 4th century they submitted to Gupta supremacy, as attested by 

the (posthumous) Allahabad inscription of Samudragupta (FLEET 1888:1–17). However, this 

praśasti (line 22) only claims that the Mālavas, along with the Yaudheyas and several other, 

possibly non-monarchical nations, paid Samudragupta tribute and obeisance, i.e. there is 

a strong probability that their territories did not come under direct control of the Gup-

tas.171 In the middle of the 5th century they may have been conquered by the Hūṇas, and 

were then repeatedly claimed by the Vākāṭakas and by the Guptas again.172 

It thus appears that the age of the imperial Guptas, and in particular the second 

half of the fifth century, was a time when members of the Mālavan ruling class may well 

have been lobbying at the court of the superpower in Magadha and simultaneously plot-

ting for advantage with other superpowers. Rohitākṣa and Vijayavarman are said in Hille-

brandt’s text of the Mudrārākṣasa to have deserted because in their rank arrogance they 

could not stomach the fact that Candragupta was as generous to their kinsmen as he was 

to them.173 This particular reading, however, is very weakly attested,174 though there are 

no clearly better alternatives, and the extreme divergence of variants shows that the text 

                                                        
 170 In fact, our two Mālavan friends are the only ones who have a nationality in the list. Among the others, one 

is explicitly said to be a kinsman (or practically a kinsman, svajanagandhi) to Candragupta. All the rest hold 
(or are kin to those who hold) positions at court and can hence be assumed to be from the heartland, with 
the possible exception of the captain of guard’s brother-in-law, Hiṅgurāta, whose name (though preserved 
with variants that sound quite different) may imply that he is from the land of Hiṇgula, the coastal lands of 
modern Pakistan beyond the mouth of the Indus. 

 171 According to MAJUMDAR and ALTEKAR (1946:33), “The fact that no monuments of the Gupta rule have been 
found in Rajputana or beyond Mathura shows that the Guptas could hardly exercise any effective control 
over these republics” 

 172 See MAJUMDAR and ALTEKAR (1946:85 and 108–109) for details. 
 173 After MR 3.24(77) yāv etau rohitākṣavijayavarmāṇau tāv apy atyantamānitvāt svadāyādebhyas tvayā dīyamānaṃ 

samānam asahamānau malayaketum āśritau, and shortly afterward, rohitākṣavijayavarmaṇor api 
dāyādasamānadānapīḍitayor. 

 174 Hillebrandt adopted the phrase dīyamānaṃ samānam into his critical text against the testimony of seven of 
his MSS. It is, as usual, not clear which witnesses do support this reading; Hillebrandt’s fundamental MS 
(siglum P) apparently does, but probably no others that he consulted, and certainly none that Telang 
reports. Readings diverge even more wildly at the second locus. 



64 Part II. The Author in Context 

is badly preserved here and may have been problematic to begin with. It would be futile 

to attempt to reconstruct an “author’s version” relying on the presently available critical 

material; in essence all variants agree that our two Mālavan noblemen were jealous be-

cause Candragupta was giving something to someone. That something may have been re-

spect, or something left unspecified in the play.175 

There is yet another ambiguity about this jealousy, engendered not by variant 

readings but by syntax. Neither locus has a possessive that would indicate whose kinsmen 

the two Mālavans were jealous of. Although dāyāda is compounded to sva, “own” in the 

first instance, the complex structure of that sentence affords the meaning that they were 

Candragupta’s own relatives, as well as the more straightforward interpretation that they 

were the kinsmen (i.e. rivals in inheritance, as implied by the etymology of dāyāda) of 

Rohitākṣa and Vijayavarman. While this latter cannot be ruled out, Viśākhadatta’s words 

may hint at a scenario in which the Mālavan aristocrats’ lobbying at the court in Pāṭali-

putra was not quite successful, and the emperor appointed his own relatives in control of 

Mālava. Such things appear to have been the order of the day in imperial Gupta times.176 

There seems to be a minor contradiction in the appearance a prince (rājaputra, 

literally “king’s son”) from a putative oligarchy. The probable solution to the problem is 

that the Mudrārākṣasa reflects a transitional period of Mālava history. We know that among 

the Yaudheyas (another people governed in the gaṇa system and often associated with the 

Mālavas, e.g. in the Allahabad inscription of Samudragupta mentioned above) the head of 

the state used the title mahārāja, though he held his post by election. The use of such styles 

is not directly attested for the Mālava people, but an inscription of theirs shows that by 

the early 3rd century CE their leadership had already begun to pass into hereditary families, 

who presumably began sooner or later to style themselves kings.177 Furthermore, even as-

suming the total absence of hereditary royalty, a gaṇa may well have nominated tempo-

rary kings, “dictators” in times of upheaval.178 

                                                        
 175 The most straightforward reading at the first locus would be mānam or saṃmānam in place of Hillebrandt’s 

samānam. Given, however, that several MSS (and Telang’s critical text) omit this word altogether while 
some others add a different object (money) before the word dīyamānaṃ, it is quite likely that the original 
text simply read tvayā dīyamānam asahamānau, and copyists filled in the perceived gap in various ways. The 
word māna may have been supplied from the second locus, where it is better attested (though in several 
MSS it appears in a separate phrase, mānam apy amānaṃ manyamānayor or similar). Telang’s dāyādam 
asahamānayor is unlikely to have been original at the second locus. 

 176 There is evidence that the governor of Mālava was Ghaṭotkacagupta (son of Candragupta II) in 435/6 CE 
(BAKKER 2006:173), and Govindagupta (another son of Candragupta II) in 467/468 CE (BAKKER 2006:171). 

 177 MAJUMDAR & ALTEKAR 1946:245–247. Some early Mālava leaders, though, seem to have eschewed royal titles 
consciously: thus Śrīsoma, whose leadership was instrumental in achieving the independence of the 
Mālavas from the Śakas around 225 CE, used no title at all in his inscription documenting his successful 
struggle (MAJUMDAR & ALTEKAR 1946:32). 

 178 THOMAS 1916:1011, with reference to Mahābhārata 12.107. The relevant chapter is number 108 (in the 
critical edition) of book 12 (Śāntiparvan), treating on the proper relationship between a king and the gaṇa.  
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Geographical Clues 

The geographical information in the Mudrārākṣasa may also be helpful in finding 

out more about the date and circumstances of Viśākhadatta. As Telang put it, 

Now it may be argued, I think, with some ground of reason, that the geography 
of our play must have been based not upon the state of things which existed in the 
time of Chandragupta, and which probably there were no materials for ascertaining 
at the date of the play, but upon the state of things which actually existed at the time 
when the play was itself composed. And more especially may this argument be ac-
cepted in the case of those indications of geographical facts which are yielded only 
in an incidental way by passages in the drama designed for an entirely different 
purpose.179 

While I agree wholeheartedly with Telang’s line of reasoning, and especially with 

the notion outlined at the end of the above excerpt, I must note first and foremost that on 

the one hand Viśākhadatta furnishes very little in the way of such incidental information. 

And on the other hand, in our desperate search for clues we must not downplay (as I think 

several scholars have done) an author’s ability to paint a fictional world, relying on his 

own creativity and on clichés shared with the audience. Anything Viśākhadatta tells us 

about the world of his heroes may be based on historical information to which he had 

access though we do not, or on his own physical world, or—with equal chance—on his im-

agination. 

Pāṭaliputra 

The plot of the Mudrārākṣasa revolves around the city of Pāṭaliputra, the seat of 

the Nandas’ and Candragupta’s government. Several scholars180 beginning with TELANG 

(1884:xxii–xxiv) have observed that while the Chinese pilgrim Faxian visited a flourishing 

Pāṭaliputra at the very beginning of the 5th century CE, the other renowned Chinese trav-

eller—Xuanzang, visiting the area shortly before the middle of the 6th century—reported 

Pāṭaliputra in ruins and all but deserted. Therefore the Mudrārākṣasa must have been writ-

ten before this time, because, in Konow’s words, “that town plays such a great rôle in the 

play … throughout treated as the natural capital.”181 Charpentier endorsed this opinion182 

and embellished it further: 

                                                        
 179 TELANG 1884:xxi. 
 180 In addition to those cited in the following paragraphs, proponents of this argument include JAYASWAL 

(1913:265n3), SASTRI (1931:163–164) and KRISHNAMACHARIAR (1937:606). 
 181 KONOW 1920:71. 
 182 CHARPENTIER (1923:587): “Professor Konow very judiciously lays stress on the fact that Pāṭaliputra really 

seems to be the residence of the king during whose reign the play was first acted.” 
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Viśākhadatta shows that sort of intimate acquaintance with Pāṭaliputra which 
could scarcely be possessed by a man who had not lived for some time at least in 
that very place. In the third act he speaks of the Sugāṅga palace as the favourite resort 
of Candragupta … and in the sixth … Candana-dāsa is spoken of as living at the 
Puṣpa-catvara, the ‘Flower-market’. And in that same act Rākṣasa … resorts to the 
old garden of King Nanda on the outskirts of Pāṭaliputra. Who could really doubt 
that the man who wrote [the Mudrā-rākṣasa] had himself visited the place he pictures 
to us in such vivid colours?”183 

In a cautionary note DE (1945:50–51n2) advises that “The presumption of Konow 

and Charpentier that the drama must have been composed before the destruction of 

Pāṭaliputra, because the town plays an important part in it, should not be pressed too far 

in view of the conventional geography which we often find in Sanskrit imaginative writ-

ings.” There is nonetheless a marked contrast between Viśākhadatta’s matter-of-fact 

treatment of Pāṭaliputra and (for example) the way Mahādeva (a south Indian author of, 

perhaps, the seventeenth century184) begins his Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā with an introduc-

tion to the city (called Pāṭalīpura in his version), which obviously exists only in legend for 

both him and his readers: 

In that city all houses are made of gemstones, while the palaces are so exceedingly 
tall they touch the sphere of the clouds. There is not a single destitute man in that 
settlement. All are rich. … The women are as gorgeous as nymphs. … You 
wouldn’t find another town like it in all the three worlds.185 

While this contrast must at least partially be due simply to a basic difference in 

style, it is probably safe to assume that for Viśākhadatta Pāṭaliputra was more than a leg-

endary place. Whether he knew the place first-hand and even whether the city still existed 

in his lifetime is a different matter. The small details brought to notice by Charpentier in 

the paragraph cited above might help with deciding that. 

The “Flower-market” (more accurately “Flower Corner”) is actually Prakrit 

pupphacattara rather than Sanskrit puṣpacatvara, and its attestation is uncertain. It occurs 

twice in (almost) identical references to a pupphacattara-ṇivāsī maṇiāra-seṭṭhī candaṇadāso 

ṇāma, “a master jeweller living in Flower Corner, Candanadāsa by name.” For the first of 

these occurrences (after MR 1.18), both Hillebrandt and Telang adopt the reading 

pupphaüra,186 which makes our jeweller simply a citizen of “Flowerville,” yet another name 

for the city. At this locus, the variant pupphacattara is found in three of Hillebrandt’s and 

                                                        
 183 Ibid. 587–588. 
 184 See page 129 for more information. 
 185 MRNK 1. tasmin nagare sarve ’pi gṛhā ratnamayās santi| prāsādās tv atyantasamunnatā meghamaṇḍalaṃ spṛśanti| 

tasmin pure kaścid api puruṣo ’kiñcano nāsti| sarve ’pi śrīmantaḥ| … striyo ’psarasa iva sundaryaḥ| … tasya nagaryās 
tulyā nagarī triṣu lokeśv api na dṛṣṭā| 

 186 The spelling is actually puppaüra in Telang. 
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none of Telang’s manuscripts. At the second occurrence (after MR 6.16) Hillebrandt’s crit-

ical text reads pupphacattara, while Telang’s edition (along with Hillebrandt’s manuscripts 

P and L) omits the address. Two of Telang’s manuscripts (but none of Hillebrandt’s) read 

pupphaüra (or pupphapura) here,187 and pupphacattara is found in one of Telang’s sources, 

while several of the manuscripts examined by Hillebrandt support pupphacattara or show 

variants that may be corruptions of this word.188 

The most logical scenario that could account for this variation is that 

pupphacattara is genuine, but some copyists who thought it meaningless have turned it 

into pupphaüra or omitted it altogether. In all eventualities, the locality called 

pupphacattara is probably no more than a detail added by the author to lend further real-

ism to his piece. Any Indian town, ancient or modern, might have a spot called “Flower 

Corner,”189 particularly a town nicknamed “Blossomville.”190 

The “old garden” is in fact not a garden of King Nanda: the closest connection it 

has to the deposed monarch is that the ground of the suburb in which it is located (but not 

the garden itself) has been hallowed by His Majesty’s footsteps.191 If the garden had a name 

in the Mudrārākṣasa, that might provide an important clue or at least an interesting item 

of discussion,192 but it is referred to simply as a jīrṇodyāna, “decrepit park.” The author 

wanted a poignant backdrop for one of the climactic scenes of the play where Rākṣasa (and 

the audience) can savour the bitter cup of frustration to its fullness before entering the 

city to give up his life, and a suburban park is a self-evident component of the cityscape in 

any ancient Indian centre of civilisation, particularly one named after flowers. The intro-

duction of a decrepit garden at this point is therefore completely natural and need not be 

based on actual knowledge of any particular garden in Pāṭaliputra. 

                                                        
 187 Since the sentence starts with atthi ettha ṇaare (universally attested in MSS), referring to pupphaüra (a 

synonym for Pāṭaliputra, see note 190) by name would be tautological. This is therefore an inferior 
reading, though one could argue that perhaps Puṣpapura was the name of a specific district within Pāṭali-
putra. 

 188 Hillebrandt’s only MS that reads pupphacattara seems to be l. It appears from his apparatus that M reads 
the Sanskritised form puṣpacatvaraṃ, while the readings puppharantara and puvvaüttara, in N and K 
respectively are corrupted from pupphacattara (though the latter is meaningful). 

 189 Or Flower Chowk, to use a common Hindi word (चौक) that has the same meaning as catvara and is still one 
of the commonest types of landmark in city navigation in India. 

 190 The name Kusumapura (“Blossomville”) is synonymous with Pāṭaliputra in the Mudrārākṣasa and in most 
Sanskrit texts, though there are indications that they refer to different cities in at least some sources 
(TELANG 1884:xxi; FLEET 1888:5). FLEET (ibid.) further observes that the name Puṣpapura in the Allahabad 
inscription of Samudragupta probably refers to Pāṭaliputra, and that the names Kusumapura and Pāṭali-
putra are recorded as equivalent in the writings of Xuanzang, who also mentions that Kusumapura is the 
more ancient name. The origin of the name Pāṭaliputra is obscure, but probably connected (at least in 
popular derivation, if not in its actual etymology) to pāṭali, a flowering tree (Stereospermum suaveolens), 
which might explain the use of the names Kusumapura and Puṣpapura. Xuanzang also translates the 
Pāṭaliputra as “city or royal precinct of the scented flower’ (FLEET, ibid.). 

 191 MR after 6.8: etās tāvad devasya pādacaṅkramaṇapavitrīkṛtatalāḥ kusumapuropakaṇṭhabhūmayaḥ. 
 192 The Mṛcchakaṭika also features a ramshackle garden, and that one does have a name: Puṣpakaraṇḍaka, 

“basket of flowers.” There is probably conscious intertextuality involved here, see page 167. 



68 Part II. The Author in Context 

Possibly the most tantalising of these little clues is the name of the Sugāṅga193 

palace. It is the scene of much of the action in Act 3 (though it is nowhere said to be a 

“favourite resort” of Candragupta), where it is named repeatedly, every instance in com-

pound with the word prāsāda, leaving no doubt that it is a palace. However, the first refer-

ence to it is in Act 2, where the name is not accompanied by the word prāsāda or any other 

indication of what it might signify.194 Here Rākṣasa tells Malayaketu of his resolution not 

to wear any jewellery until the young prince’s throne has been set up in Sugāṅga.195 It thus 

appears that Viśākhadatta expected his audience to understand what Sugāṅga means; 

parsing this syntactically complex verse is a challenging enough task without having to 

puzzle out the meaning of an unfamiliar name. 

The only other appearance of this name that I have been able to locate in Sanskrit 

literature196 is in the Kaumudīmahotsava, another drama that resembles the Mudrārākṣasa 

in some aspects and may be connected to the Maukhari dynasty.197 In this play a fellow 

ruler sends a message to the hero, Prince Kalyāṇavarman, on the occasion of his succession 

to the throne of Magadha, saying, “congratulations for the Prince’s re-occupation of the 

Sugāṅga palace in Puṣpapura.”198 This appears to be a point in favour of tying the Mudrā-

rākṣasa to the Maukharis, but the connection is far from certain. The royal palace of an 

ancient capital may well have held the same name through a succession of dynasties (and 

several different buildings).199 Furthermore, the name Sugāṅga appears to be representa-

tive of a pattern rather than a wholly unique name. 

                                                        
 193 The name is attested in all reported manuscripts with negligible variation. In MR 2.11 Hillebrandt’s MS Ch 

reads srugāṅge for sugāṅge, and throughout Act 3 Hillebrandt’s B, P and K read sragāṅga; both variants are 
obviously corrupted because the copyist mistook one glyph for a very similar one in an unfamiliar word. 

 194 It is admittedly possible that the actor performing this verse accompanied it with a gesture that indicated 
a palace (my thanks to Róbert Válóczi for pointing this out). However, this would necessitate a separate 
thespian tradition entirely independent of the manuscripts of the play, in which the required gestures 
would have been handed down. While it is not implausible to postulate the existence of such a tradition, it 
is in my opinion a less likely explanation than my proposition that the audience were expected to know 
the name Sugāṅga. 

 195 MR 2.11: na tāvan nirvīryaiḥ paraparibhavākrāntikṛpaṇaiḥ vahāmy aṅgair ebhiḥ pratanum api saṃskāraracanām| 
na yāvan niḥśeṣakṣayitaripucakrasya nihitaṃ Sugāṅge hemāṅkaṃ nṛvara tava siṃhāsanam idam|| 

 196 There is, however, an epigraphic attestation of a variant the name. The Hāthīgumphā inscription of 
Khāravela (ca. 150 BCE; JAYASWAL & BANERJI 1930:80) mentions Sugaṃgīya, presumably of a palace, in the 
context of Khāravela’s humiliation of the king of Magadha: line 12, m[a]gadhānaṃ ca vipulaṃ bhayaṃ janeto 
hathī sugaṃgīya[ṃ] pāyayati[;] m[āga]dha[ṃ] ca rājānaṃ baha[sa]timitaṃ pāde vaṃdāpayati, “And causing panic 
amongst the people of Magadha (he) drives (his) elephants into the Sugaṃgīya (Palace), and (he) makes the 
King of Magadha, Bahasatimita, bow at his feet” (translation by JAYASWAL & BANERJI 1930:88). This proves 
that whether or not there was a Sugāṇga palace in Pāṭaliputra in Viśākhadatta’s days, there had certainly 
been a famous one there in early historical times. 

 197 See page 166 for further discussion. 
 198 Kaumudīmahotsava 5.17: diṣṭyā punaḥ puṣpapure sugāṅgaṃ prāsādam adhyāsitavān kumāraḥ. 
 199 In fact, an epigraphic attestation of a variant of the name proves that whether or not there was a Sugāṇga 

palace in Pāṭaliputra in Viśākhadatta’s days or in those of the Maukharis, there had certainly been a 
famous one there in early historical times. The Hāthīgumphā inscription of Khāravela (ca. 150 BCE; 
JAYASWAL & BANERJI 1930:80) mentions the name Sugaṃgīya in the context of Khāravela’s humiliation of the 
king of Magadha: line 12, m[a]gadhānaṃ ca vipulaṃ bhayaṃ janeto hathī sugaṃgīya[ṃ] pāyayati[;] m[āga]dha[ṃ] 
ca rājānaṃ baha[sa]timitaṃ pāde vaṃdāpayati, “And causing panic amongst the people of Magadha (he) 
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In the same Kaumudīmahotsava there is another name, Suyāmuna, which appears 

in a monologue of the hero early on in the first act. The prince is trying to work up his 

spirits, and recalls that by heroic deeds even King Udayana regained the city of Kauśāmbī 

and the Suyāmuna (presumably, but not explicitly identified as, a palace in that city)200 

after he was imprisoned by King Pradyota.201 This statement looks like it might allude to a 

Bṛhatkathā version or to one of Bhāsa’s Udayana plays. And indeed, the name Suyāmuna 

appears in at least one later version of the Bṛhatkathā story202 as well as (probably) in the 

Svapnavāsavadatta.203 In both cases it seems to mean a palace in Kauśāmbī. If Kauśāmbī, on 

the river Yamunā, had (or was believed to have had) a palace called Suyāmuna, then by 

the same logic Pāṭaliputra, on the Gaṅgā, may well have had (or been believed to have had) 

one named Sugāṅga. And this means that Viśākhadatta’s audience did not necessarily have 

to know the name of the royal palace in Pāṭaliputra, only to be familiar with the conven-

tion (either factual or fictional) of naming palaces by a template of the prefix su and a 

vṛddhi derivative of the local river’s name. 

Topography 

There is precious little geographical information in the Mudrārākṣasa about any-

thing outside Pāṭaliputra. TELANG (1884:xxi) claims that according to the play, Pāṭaliputra 

is located to the south of the Śoṇa (the river now called Son), and not on the wedge of land 

between the Śoṇa and the Gaṅgā as generally believed. When Malayaketu decides to march 

against Pāṭaliputra, he says that his elephants will drink of the Śoṇa,204 and when Rākṣasa 

consults an astrologer205 to set a time for their departure, the answer incidentally reveals 

                                                        
drives (his) elephants into the Sugaṃgīya (Palace), and (he) makes the King of Magadha, Bahasatimita, bow 
at his feet” (translation by JAYASWAL & BANERJI 1930:88). 

 200 CHATTOPADHYAYA (1938:605n39) proposes to identify this Suyāmuna as a town (modern Sujāwan on the 
banks of the Yamunā very near Ilahabad, where it joins the Ganges). While Sujāwan certainly seems to be 
the vernacular form of Suyāmuna, I believe Chattopadhyaya is wrong about this identification. 

 201 Kaumudīmahotsava 1.11: dhvastaḥ sundarapāṭalo nipatitaḥ kārtyāyanaḥ śaktitaḥ prāptaṃ bhairavam 
andhakāragahanaṃ pradyotakārāgṛham| tejorāśir avāptavān udayanas tais tair upāyakramaiḥ kauśāmbīṃ ca 
suyāmunaṃ ca vijayī bhūyo ’pi vatseśvaraḥ||. The first half of this verse appears corrupt. Sakuntala Rao Sastri 
attempts to translate it as is (SASTRI 1952:61), but produces mostly nonsense. Lines ab must refer to 
Udayana’s imprisonment by Pradyota. Emending kārtyāyanaḥ (which appears as Kātyāyana in the 
translation so the r may be a typo) to kātyāyaneḥ would allow reading these lines as pertaining to Udayana. 

 202 Bṛhatkathāślokasaṃgraha 8.10, suyāmunasthas tatrastham anujñābhinayena mām| gaccha gaccheti bhūpālaḥ 
kṣiptapāṇir acodayat||. 

 203 Svapnavāsavadatta, prelude to Act 6: ajja bhaṭṭiṇo (su?sa)yyāmahāppāsādagadeṇa keṇa vi vīṇā vādidā and 
shortly thereafter, eso bhaṭṭā (su?sa)yyāmahappāsādado odaraï. Gaṇapati Sâstrî’s edition reports the variant 
(su?sa)amuṇṇapāsāsa for the first instance (where the spelling is mahāppāsāda, though the second instance 
is correct mahappāsāda) but none for the second. The electronic version in Matthias Ahlborn’s “Bhāsa 
project” (http://www.bhasa.indologie.uni-wuerzburg.de/SV_6.html) gives the word as suyyā-muha-ppāsāda 
(i.e. sūryāmukha-prāsāda, “palace facing the sun”). WARDER 1990:285), however, refers to a “Suyāmuna 
Palace” in the description of this prelude, which shows that this reading (whether a conjectural 
emendation or actually attested in some MS not reported by Gaṇapati Sâstrî) has been thought of in this 
context. 

 204 MR 4.16, śoṇaṃ sindūraśoṇā mama gajapatayaḥ pāsyanti śataśaḥ. 
 205 Who happens to be Jīvasiddhi, one of Cāṇakya’s agents disguised as a Jaina monk. 
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that the company is to travel north to south.206 Telang interprets the former as a reference 

to crossing the Śoṇa, but there is no indication of this whatsoever. Pāṭaliputra is by all 

accounts located at the confluence of the Śoṇa and the Gaṅgā,207 and the reference is more 

likely to their destination than to an obstacle before their destination.208 

Much more intriguing than the exact situation of Pāṭaliputra is the location of 

Malayaketu’s seat. All the Mudrārākṣasa reveals about it is that it is a city,209 which (as 

pointed out by Telang on the basis of the astrologer’s words) is north of Pāṭaliputra210 and 

at a distance “over a hundred leagues.” This latter snippet of information was first brought 

to notice by SETH (1941:177) who attempted to use it as proof of his theory that Parvataka 

was none other than Porus.211 According to his reasoning, the unit yojana, “league,” often 

means a distance of nine modern miles, and nine hundred miles is roughly the distance 

between Pāṭaliputra and the river Jhelum, the boundary of Porus’s realm. It must, how-

ever, be kept in mind that the actual text212 has “more than a hundred” yojanas, which is 

just another way of saying “a bloody long way,” and even if it were to be understood as an 

accurate measure of distance, it would be the distance “there and back” rather than just 

one way.213 

When Malayaketu declares that his army should march without delay on Pāṭali-

putra, he mentions among other things the faces of the women of Gauḍa, which shall be 

begrimed with the dust raised by his armies.214 This might be taken as a hint that they are 

to march through Bengal, i.e. from the north-east. However, given that practically all evi-

dence points at Malayaketu and his people being north-westerners,215 and that at this time 

the army is only a five-day march away from Pāṭaliputra,216 this is unlikely. The young 

                                                        
 206 After MR 4.18, tumhāṇaṃ uttalāe diśāe daẖkiṇaṃ diśaṃ pastidāṇaṃ. 
 207 Present-day Patna is about 30 kilometres east of this confluence, but the beds of both rivers must have 

shifted several times in the centuries elapsed since Pāṭaliputra’s heyday. 
 208 TELANG (1884:xxiv n) was not unaware of this simpler interpretation, but for some reason he did not “think 

it is the true meaning of the passage.” 
 209 Or, at least, a place where Rākṣasa has a house (referred to repeatedly, e.g. as geha/gṛha in prose after 2.2, 

after 4.1, and after 4.7, and as bhavana MR 2.4 and after 5.9) and Malayaketu has a palace (referred to as 
rājakula in prose after 5.1). However, the word nagara, “city,” is only ever used in the play for Pāṭaliputra, 
even by Malayaketu (e.g. in MR 4.17). 

 210 It might be worth observing that this section of the Ganges runs almost due west to east, while the Son 
joins it from the south. Thus any army approaching from the north would have to cross the Ganges first, 
before drinking the waters of the Son in any way. This implies that even if Malayaketu’s army did set off 
from home in a southerly direction, at the final stage of their journey they did not reach Pāṭaliputra from 
due north. If their home base was in the north-western provinces, which is a reasonable assumption, then 
they would come to the city from the west along the right bank of the Ganges. 

 211 See page 59 above. 
 212 MR 4.1, joaṇasaaṃ samahiaṃ … gaāgaaṃ. 
 213 The verse containing this information is spoken by Karabhaka, an agent whom Rākṣasa sends from Malaya-

ketu’s city to Pāṭaliputra at the end of Act 2, and who returns at the beginning of Act 4. 
 214 MR 5.23(131). See page 170 for the citation and more about this verse. 
 215 See the page 50ff. 
 216 MR after 5.13(121), pañcabhir ahobhir vayam eva tatra gantāraḥ. 
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barbarian prince, to whose mind Magadha and Gauḍa are barely distinguished regions of 

the far-east, is probably just talking about exotic oriental belles.217 

Language and Style 

Attempts have been made to approximate Viśākhadatta’s date and location on the 

basis of linguistic features such as his style or the peculiarities of the Prakrit languages in 

his play. I have already mentioned Wilson’s belief (see page 30 and note 22 there) that on 

stylistic grounds the Mudrārākṣasa must be late enough for it to be influenced by Islamic 

literature. One of Jacobi’s reasons for dismissing the idea that Viśākhadatta may have been 

a prince of Kāmarūpa was that the eastern style (gauḍīyā rīti) is supposed to be hallmarked 

by “sweetness and beauty,” to which Viśākhadatta’s diction “does not lay much claim.”218 

The degree to which such appraisals of style can be relied on can be illustrated by a state-

ment from Kale. This scholar, while arguing against the hypothesis that Viśākhadatta was 

a client of the Kashmiri Avantivarman, remarked (KALE 1976:xix) that “The style of the play 

which is Gauḍī for the most part also shows that the poet belonged to the Gauḍa country 

and not to Kāśmīra.” 

I believe there is a modicum of truth in the opinion (voiced for example by SASTRI 

1931:167) that the lack of the elaborate ornateness of authors such as Bhavabhūti in the 

Mudrārākṣasa probably indicates that our poet was earlier; but because of idiosyncratic dif-

ferences in style, pinpointing Viśākhadatta’s date or location on the basis of stylistic issues 

would be a risky business even if a much larger corpus of precisely dated and located lit-

erature were available to use as contrast. 

The attempt to establish Viśākhadatta’s date on the basis of the characteristics of 

his Prakrits is similarly unpromising. KEITH (1909:149), while arguing for a 7th or 9th-century 

date (one of the Avantivarmans), remarked that “the Prākrit has not any early appearance, 

as would be expected in a work contemporary with the Mṛcchakaṭikā.” Similarly, A. 

Banerji SASTRI (1923) compared the Māgadhī Prakrit forms used in a number of dramas 

including those attributed to Bhāsa, and on this comparative linguistic basis believed a 7th 

or 8th century date to be most likely for Viśākhadatta. Manuscripts are, however, notori-

ously unreliable in preserving Prakrit text in the exact form used by the author, because 

copyists well versed in Prakrit grammatics tend to “correct” the forms to suit the rules 

they know, while those less knowledgeable often introduce mistakes.219 Furthermore, as 

WILLIS (2009:268n148) notes, “The concepts of ‘early’ and ‘late’ … are not critical classifica-

tions that deliver scientific results, but rather subjective declarations … [T]ypically early is 

                                                        
 217 Another possibility is that gauḍī, “woman of Gauḍa” is to be understood as gaurī, “woman of pale 

complexion.”  
 218 JACOBI 1888:213; the latter quotation is from TELANG 1884:ix, cited (with reference) by Jacobi at this point. 
 219 This is one important reason why Sastri’s analysis is probably inconsequential. He does not clarify what 

editions or manuscripts of each respective play supplied the forms he used in his comparison, so his 
relative dating may reflect editorial preference rather than the actual date of the dramas. 
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what this or that author likes and what he judges original … whereas late is what this or 

that author dislikes and what he judges derivative.” 

Religion 

Viśākhadatta’s Brāhmaṇical affiliation is evident from his play. His mythological 

references yield no help in fixing his date, as they are all to myths and rituals that must 

have been well known at least from the early Gupta age onward. He talks about the magical 

spear with which Karṇa had planned to slay Arjuna, but which he had to use up for killing 

Ghaṭotkaca;220 the fated destruction of the clan of the Vṛṣṇis,221 and the selflessness of King 

Śibi222—all episodes related in the Mahābhārata,223 which must have attained even by the 

earliest date proposed for Viśākhadatta a form very close to the one known to us in the 

present day. 

The ceremonial awakening of Viṣṇu at the end of the monsoon (utthānaikādaśī), 

described in verse 3.21, was an important ritual in Gupta courts and elsewhere at least 

from the end of the fourth century onward.224 The theme of the prologue is an eclipse of 

the Moon, on account of which the sūtradhāra’s wife has invited brāhmaṇs to their house. 

Donations made on eclipse days are considered extraordinarily auspicious in Hinduism to 

this day,225 and the fact that a very significant proportion of land grants recorded on cop-

per plats have taken place on such days shows that this practice has been present at least 

since the early days of the Guptas. 

Another custom belonging to the sphere of Brāhmaṇic religion, featured in the 

Mudrārākṣasa, is the showing of yamapaṭa. This is a scroll with painted pictures showing 

the realm of Yama (the god of death) and the suffering that awaits sinners in the afterlife. 

Professionals (called yamapaṭika in Sanskrit) even nowadays226 wander the land, showing 

their scrolls to people and singing about the scenes depicted. John Lockwood Kipling’s 

                                                        
 220 MR 2.16(44), karṇeneva … hantuṃ śaktir ivārjunaṃ balavatī … haiḍimbeyam ivetya. Karṇa’s spear was a single-

use certain-death weapon received from Indra. 
 221 MR 2.5(33), vṛṣṇīnām … vipule kule ’karuṇayā nīte niyatyā kṣayam. The Vṛṣṇis (Kṛṣṇa’s tribe) slaughtered one 

another as a consequence of Gāndhārī’s curse. 
 222 MR 6.18(150), śiber iva samudbhūtaṃ śaraṇāgatarakṣayā … yaśo; and MR 7.6(159), prāṇaiḥ paraṃ rakṣatā nītaṃ 

yena yaśasvinā pralaghutām auśīnarīyaṃ yaśaḥ. The gods once wished to test Śibi’s famous altruism, so Agni 
in the form of a dove asked for his protection from a hawk (actually Indra) chasing him. The king offered 
the hawk as much meat as the dove weighed, but the hawk would only accept Śibi’s own flesh. He began to 
carve his own thigh, then other parts of his body, but the scales they used to weigh his flesh against the 
dove only tipped when Śibi himself (by this time reduced to a skeleton) climbed into the pan. 

 223 Respectively: MBh Book 7 (Droṇaparvan), canto 154; Book 16 (Mausalaparvan); and Book 3 (Vanaparvan), 
canto 190 (material relegated to the appendix of the Pune critical edition; Vettam MANI (1975:194) refers 
the tale of the testing of Śibi to book 194 of the Vanaparvan, presumably using Kinjawadekar’s edition of the 
MBh). 

 224 See WILLIS 2009:44–45. 
 225 See e.g. SEWELL & DÎKSHIT 1896:23. 
 226 Or at least as late as the end of the 20th century, as asserted by VARADAPANDE 2005:115 and VAN DEN BOSCH 

1982:36, who also gives a detailed description of a modern (17th or 18th-century) yamapaṭa. 
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Beast and Man in India also reports the yamapaṭa (though not by this name) as a common 

item in 19th-century India: 

One of the most popular of the pictures sold at fairs is a composition known as 
Dharmrāj, a name of Yāma [sic], the Hindu Pluto, and also broadly for Justice. The 
Judge is enthroned and demon executioners bring the dead to receive their doom. 
The river of death flows on one side of the picture and those go safely across who 
hold a cow by the tail, while others are torn by terrible fishes.”227 

While itinerant storytellers using painted pictures to enhance their show are doc-

umented as early as the Mahābhāṣya of Patañjali228 (probably 2nd century BCE), the earliest 

dateable reference to the particular genre of yamapaṭa is found in the Harṣacarita of Bāṇa 

(7th century CE): 

No sooner had he entered than in the bazaar street amid a great crowd of inquis-
itive children he observed an Inferno-showman, in whose left hand was a painted 
canvas stretched out on a support of upright rods and showing the lord of the dead 
mounted on his dreadful buffalo. Wielding a reed-wand in his other hand, he was 
expounding the features of the next world...229 

This may be an indication that the Mudrārākṣasa is rather later than the early im-

perial Gupta period, but the absence of evidence is of course not equivalent to the evidence 

of absence, and yamapaṭikas may well have sung their exhortations long before than 

Harṣa’s days. 

As for heterodox religions, verse 7.16(159) mentions Buddhas as famed for their 

good deeds.230 This is the only reference throughout the play to Buddhism, yet it has been 

read as an indication that the Mudrārākṣasa is the product of an age when Buddhism was 

viewed favourably. While this is probably a solid enough argument for the purpose TELANG 

(1884:xxiv)231 uses it for—namely, to refute Wilson’s initial theory that Viśākhadatta lived 

                                                        
 227 KIPLING 1904:111. 
 228 COOMARASWAMY 1929:182. 
 229 Harṣacarita 5 (p. २१) praviśann eva ca vipaṇi-vartmani kutūhalākula-bahala-bālaka-parivṛtam ūrdhva-yaṣṭi-

viṣkambha-vitate vāma-hasta-vartini bhīṣaṇa-mahiṣādhirūḍha-preta-nātha-sanāthe citravati paṭe paraloka-
vyatikaram itara-kara-kalitena śarakāṇḍena kathayantaṃ yamapaṭṭikaṃ dadarśa. Translation from COWELL & 

THOMAS 1897:136. The Harṣacarita has one other reference to yamapaṭikas, without a description, in the 
fourth ucchvāsa. 

 230 buddhānām api ceṣṭitaṃ sucaritaiḥ kliṣṭaṃ viśuddhātmanā. Note that this is the same stanza that contains the 
reference to Śibi (see note 222 above). Candanadāsa’s self sacrifice is here said to outshine first that of Śibi, 
and then even (api) the deeds of the Buddhas. The two references may be connected, as Śibi is also the hero 
of a jātaka, which makes him a previous incarnation of Gautama Siddhārtha. In any case, the Mahābhārata 
passage recounting Śibi’s tale is apparently very old, as it is written in a mixture of prose and Vedic verse. 
Viśākhadatta may well have been aware that Śibi was a model figure to Buddhists too, but he must (also) 
have known the legendary king as a Brāhmaṇical paragon. 

 231 As well as KONOW 1914:67. 
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in the 12th century—it hardly indicates any particular timeframe within the first millen-

nium CE. As TELANG (ibid.) observed,232 a positive attitude to Buddhism is particularly char-

acteristic of Harṣa’s and Bāṇa’s works, yet a mere proverbial allusion to the goodness of 

Buddhas in a play otherwise entirely bereft of Buddhist characters and references cannot 

be interpreted as an expression of tolerance, not to say approval, of Buddhism in general. 

There is, on the other hand, a marked feeling of antagonism concerning Jainism 

in the Mudrārākṣasa, though the doctrine is not unequivocally identified in the play. The 

term used is always kṣapaṇaka, meaning a mendicant, particularly a naked one, and most 

often employed for Jainas.233 Although TELANG (1884:xviii) is correct in observing that any 

negative feelings notwithstanding, a Jaina ascetic is depicted in the play as having be-

friended the highest officials of the Nanda court, the negative feelings do seem to predom-

inate. This is best exemplified by a short exchange in Act 4, in which Rākṣasa tells his man-

servant to see if there are any astrologers at the gate waiting for someone to consult them. 

When he learns that there is one, but he is a kṣapaṇaka, he immediately takes this as a bad 

omen and interrupts the servant with an exclamation234 even before the latter can finish 

his sentence and reveal that the kṣapaṇaka in question is Jīvasiddhi, a long-time friend of 

Rākṣasa. Even after learning his identity, Rākṣasa instructs his man to “make sure he is not 

disgusting to see” (by which he probably means, “give him something to wear”) before 

admitting him.235 A similar reaction is shown by the agent Siddhārthaka, when he encoun-

ters Jīvasiddhi in the prelude to Act 5 and immediately looks another way to avert the ill 

omen of seeing a kṣapaṇaka.236 

In fact, Viśākhadatta himself seems to distance himself from the kṣapaṇaka, just 

as his characters do. Early on in the play he is revealed (to the audience only) as an agent 

of Cāṇakya, who is actually a brāhmaṇ (and a sabrahmacārin, a former schoolmate, of 

Cāṇakya at that), disguised as a Jaina mendicant. As far as the plot itself is concerned, I see 

no exigency that would call for this man to be a disguised brāhmaṇ: all he did, he could 

have accomplished just as well if he had been a genuine Jaina. Since the character Cāṇakya 

is not the sort of man to be squeamish about the affiliation of his agents, it was probably 

the author (and his audience) who found a Jaina mendicant more offensive than a brāhmaṇ 

                                                        
 232 Also noted by ANTANI 1922:51. 
 233 SASTRI (1931:167), however, opines (without explaining his reasons) that the kṣapaṇaka in the Mudrārākṣasa 

is meant to be a Buddhist of the Lokottaravāda school. See also note 24 on page 30 for WILSON’s (outdated) 
view on the matter. 

 234 Very similar to his reaction to snakes (also perceived as an ill omen) after verse 2.11(39). 
 235 Prose after MR 4.17(103), Rākṣasa: priyaṃvadaka jñāyatāṃ sāṃvatsarikāṇāṃ dvāri kas tiṣṭhati. Priyaṃvadaka: 

jaṃ amacco āṇavedi. (iti niṣkramya punaḥ praviśya) amacca eso kkhu saṃvacchario khavaṇao… Rākṣasa: 
(ātmagatam animittaṃ sūcayitvā) katham prathamam eva kṣapaṇakaḥ! Priyaṃvadaka: …jīvasiddhī. Rākṣasa: 
(prakāśam) bhadra abībhatsadarśanaṃ kṛtvā praveśaya. 

 236 Prose after MR 5.1(109), kadhaṃ? khavaṇao āacchadi! tā jāva se asaüṇabhūdaṃ daṃsaṇaṃ suddhadaṃsaṇeṇa 
paḍiharāmi. The text is very badly preserved and my impression is that asaüṇabhūdaṃ and suddha were 
originally scholia that crept into the main text in the process of transmission; the original reading may 
have been se daṃsaṇaṃ daṃsaṇeṇa (or possibly: adaṃsaṇeṇa) paḍiharāmi. In any case, the purport is clearly 
that he is in haste to ward off a bad omen. 
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disguised as one for the sake of political goals. THAPAR (2013:371) also points out that this 

sort of attitude to Jainism is unlikely to have been prevalent in Maurya times and is more 

characteristic of the Gupta age. Unfortunately this still reveals no specific information 

about Viśākhadatta’s own period, as a general abhorrence of conspicuous heterodoxy per-

sisted well beyond the heyday of the imperial Guptas.237  

Astronomy and Astrology 

It is obvious from the Mudrārākṣasa that Viśākhadatta had at least a passing ac-

quaintance with the astronomical/astrological literature of his times, as shown by 

Jīvasiddhi’s mock prediction in Act 4238 and, more importantly, by the prologue which cen-

tres on an expected eclipse of the Moon and the assertion that conjunction with Mercury 

safeguards the Moon from being eclipsed: 

krūragrahaḥ saketuś candraṃ saṃpūrṇamaṇḍalam idānīm| 

abhibhavitum icchati balāt rakṣaty enaṃ tu budhayogaḥ||239 

The vicious Grabber with the Comet 
seeks now to overpower the full-orbed Moon, 

but conjunction with wise Mercury protects him. 

The verse is allegorical throughout. The vicious Grabber is a reference to Rākṣasa, 

whose name means a demon. He, allied with the Comet (ketu), i.e. Malayaketu, seeks to 

overpower Candragupta (“protected by the Moon”), whose orb (maṇḍala), i.e. domain, is 

now complete (saṃpūrṇa). Candragupta is, however, protected by his connection with 

Mercury, “the Wise one” (budha)—i.e. Cāṇakya. Indeed, this double entendre in the pro-

logue provides the cue for the entry of Cāṇakya and the beginning of the actual play, as 

Cāṇakya takes the second level of meaning as the only one and storms on to the stage 

asking who dares to attack Candragupta. It is, however, the primary level that requires 

some analysis here. 

Classical Indian astronomy has a “virtual planet” called Rāhu, corresponding to 

the ascending lunar node, i.e. the point at which the Moon’s apparent orbit crosses the 

ecliptic from south to north (called dragon’s head in occidental astrology). Another virtual 

planet called Ketu is Rāhu’s counterpart, the descending node or dragon’s tail, where the 

                                                        
 237 As it is written for example in the Bhāgavatapurāṇa: kalau manujāpasadā deva-māyā-mohitāḥ sva-vidhi-niyoga-

śauca-cāritra-vihīnā deva-helanāny apavratāni nija-nijecchayā gṛhṇānā asnānānācamanāśauca-keśolluñcanādīni 
kalinādharma-bahulenopahata-dhiyo brahma-brāhmaṇa-yajña-puruṣa-loka-vidūṣakāḥ prāyeṇa bhaviṣyanti, 
“Villainous people, confounded by the illusion-provoking powers of God, will forsake the duties of purity 
and good conduct that are enjoined upon them and take up at will wicked vows that mock the gods, such 
as not bathing, not rinsing their mouths, not maintaining purity, and pulling out their hair. With their 
understanding thus corrupted by the irreligious Kali Age, they will forever deride brahman, the Brahmins, 
the Lord of the sacrifice, and other people” (cited and translated by JAINI 1993:244). 

 238 MR 4.19–21 and surrounding prose; see also note 263 on page 80. 
 239 MR 1.6. 
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Moon’s orbit crosses the ecliptic from north to south.240 Eclipses can only occur when the 

Moon is close to one of these nodes at the moment of full moon (resulting in a lunar 

eclipse) or of new moon (resulting in a solar eclipse). The theory is an astronomically cor-

rect elaboration of the earlier belief that eclipses were caused by a demon, called a “Grab-

ber” (graha) as early as the Atharvaveda and known by the name Rāhu as early as the 

Chāndogya-upaniṣad. An eclipse-causing demon is called Svarbhānu in the Ṛgveda, and the 

Mahābhārata uses these two names interchangeably and refers to the demon as a graha.241 

According to Purāṇic legend Rāhu was a demon who drank a little of the nectar of immor-

tality but was beheaded before he could swallow. His immortal head perpetually chases 

the Moon (equated with the nectar), but whenever he manages to swallow it (causing an 

eclipse), the Moon emerges again from his neck. The term ketu, however, seems not to 

have been used as a proper name in early texts, but simply to mean “comet,”242 though 

comets were regarded ill omens just like eclipses and were frequently mentioned together. 

In the Purāṇas the personified Ketu is equated to the body of the original demon, con-

ceived in a serpentine form. 

KOCHHAR (2010:288) remarks that the demon-free theory of eclipses was pro-

pounded by Āryabhaṭa in 499 CE and proposes (ibid. 296) that the emergence of the demon 

Ketu as a counterpart to Rāhu and the classification of both as planets occurred in the 6th 

century as an attempt to adapt the demon narrative to the astronomical theory.243 He also 

observes (ibid. 294) that Varāhamihira (early to mid sixth century) in his Bṛhatsaṃhitā dis-

cusses eclipses in a section about Rāhu and talks separately about comets under the head-

ing Ketu, yet the same author in his Bṛhajjātaka discusses Rāhu and Ketu as virtual planets, 

grouped with the real ones.244 

If it were possible to identify the astronomical text on which Viśākhadatta’s no-

tions were based, this may contribute considerably to the problem of the author’s date. 

                                                        
 240 They are virtual planets in the sense that although there is no physical body associated with them, the 

position of nodes can be conceived of as moving in orbit. The two are always diametrically opposite, move 
in a direction opposite to that of the real planets, and complete an orbit in 18.6 years (KOCHHAR 2010:288). 

 241 See YANO 2003:382 and KOCHHAR 2010:290–291 for further details and textual references. 
 242 Or, in other contexts, a ray of light, a tongue of flame or a banner, 
 243 In fact, the act of putting Rāhu and Ketu in the same category as planets may have been responsible for the 

fact that graha, “grabber,” is the standard word for “planet” in Indian astronomy. See YANO 2003:381 for a 
summary of the gradual semantic change of this word and ibid. 380–381 for references to early Āyurvedic 
texts that use graha for demons who cause disease, some of which were evidently thought of as celestial 
bodies, indicating that Rāhu and Ketu cannot have been the only factors in the development of the 
meaning “planet” for graha. 

 244 Note, however, that Varāhamihira in all likelihood composed the Bṛhajjātaka quite a while earlier than the 
Bṛhatsaṃhitā, which was his last work (see SHASTRI 1969:31–35), so the difference is likely to be due to a 
different focus in the two works (birth horoscopes in the former and divination in general in the latter). 
Varāhamihira presumably never believed in a demon who arbitrarily caused eclipses now and then by 
gobbling up the Moon or the Sun. He used the most parsimonious theory for predicting eclipses (in which 
Ketu as a separate entity would have been redundant, being always diametrically opposed to Rāhu), but 
employed both virtual planets in the calculation of horoscopes, just as many Western astrologers did and 
do. 
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DHRUVA (1930:xix n1) remarks that “the quaint notion” that eclipses can be prevented by 

Mercury belongs to an early school of Indian astronomy245 and has been outmoded since 

the time of Varāhamihira (i.e. the 6th century246) who “refers to them only to repudiate 

them.” Indeed, the Bṛhatsaṃhitā refutes (and ridicules) the idea that a demon called Rāhu 

is responsible for eclipses and explains that the true cause is the shadow of the Earth (for 

lunar eclipses) and of the Moon (for solar eclipses),247 then goes on to negate some other 

beliefs about eclipses. At this point Utpala248 cites a verse ascribed to Vṛddhagarga, which 

brings Mercury into the picture. Both Varāhamihira’s own text and the verse cited by the 

commentator from Vṛddhagarga imply that there existed a belief that a quintuple con-

junction was a sign of an eclipse. Varāhamihira dismisses this as nonsense, while 

Vṛddhagarga accepts it as conditionally true, but if and only if Mercury is not one of the 

quintet.249 

Viśākhadatta, however, makes no reference to a fivefold conjunction,250 only to 

the saving power of Mercury. It is possible, but not at all certain that what he had in mind 

was similar to Vṛddhagarga’s standpoint. Furthermore, DHRUVA (1930:xix n1) himself 

points out that the idea that Mercury can avert eclipses is also present in far later texts 

such as the Bālabhārata of Amaracandra (13th century).251 Thus the mere fact that Viśākha-

datta depicts Mercury as a safeguard against an eclipse is not a sound basis to conclude (as 

DHRUVA 1930:xix does) that Viśākhadatta cannot have lived much later than Varāhamihira. 

                                                        
 245 Dhruva uses the expression “saṃhitā school,” which would normally refer to a class of works that discuss 

divination on the basis of astral signs along with various other omens and are hence called saṃhitās, 
compilations (PINGREE 1981:70–71). However, Dhruva clearly considers the Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira to 
be entirely distinct from this school, though it is clearly a saṃhitā too and has been referred to as “the” 
classical work on saṃhitā (PINGREE 1981:72). DEVASTHALI (1948:16) copies Dhruva and talks about “the 
Saṃhitā period, i.e. prior to the date of Varāhamihira.”  

 246 The century of Varāhamihira is quite certain; see SHASTRI 1969:4–18 for an overview of the issue. 
 247 Bṛhatsaṃhitā 5.1–15. 
 248 The author of the earliest extant commentary on the Bṛhatsaṃhitā, from 10th-century Kashmir (BHAT 

1981:xxxvii). 
 249 Bṛhatsaṃhitā 5.17, pañcagrahasaṃyogān na kila grahaṇasya sambhavo bhavati. Utpala ad loc. (cited by BHAT 

1981:46 and RANGACHAR 1940:353), grahapañcakasaṃyogaṃ dṛṣṭvā na grahaṇaṃ vadet| yadi na syād budhas tatra 
taṃ dṛṣṭvā grahaṇaṃ vadet|| Both these statements could be (and have been, see SHASTRI 1969:353–354 and 
BHAT 1981:46) interpreted quite differently from how I take them, but RANGACHAR (ibid.) cites a second verse 
attributed by Utpala to Vṛddhagarga (pañcagrahasaṃyogaṃ dṛṣṭvā saumyavivarjitam| grahaṇaṃ tu vadet tatra 
sabudhaṃ na grahaṃ vadet||) which seems to confirm my understanding. What is relevant to my present 
inquiry is that there existed a belief that quintuple conjunctions had a (positive or negative) correlation 
with eclipses, and a subordinate belief that such a correlation was affected (positively or negatively) by 
Mercury. 

 250 RANGACHAR (1940:353) says that Cāṇakya had four assistants (Jīvasiddhi, Siddhārthaka, Bhāgurāyaṇa and 
Nipuṇaka), and it was the conjunction of these five that prevented the “eclipse” of Candragupta. Besides 
going contrary to my understanding of Vṛddhagarga (see note 249 above), the idea is extremely laboured 
(Samṛddhārthaka, Undura and the “man with a rope” are also Cāṇakya’s agents) and has no indications 
whatsoever in the Mudrārākṣasa.  

 251 Bālabhārata 1.8, tannandanas tanmithunānurūparūpo ’sti cidrūpatayā budhākhyaḥ| yadyogabhājaṃ na vidhuṃtudo 
’pi vidhuṃ tudaty ugravirodhabodhaḥ|| Also cited by RANGACHAR (1940:353). DHRUVA (1930:xix n1) further 
notes that “Premānanda in his ौ. ह. २३।३।” refers to a similar notion. I have not been able to trace this 
reference; the title is perhaps Draupaḍīharaṇa. 
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There is, however, another clue in the Mudrārākṣasa that points more strongly in this di-

rection. 

Before the verse cited above, the sūtradhāra says he has himself “toiled with the 

sixty-four sections of astronomy.”252 Now sixty-four sections (or “limbs,” aṅga) do not 

seem to be commonly associated with astronomy in Indian literature. There is one very 

notable exception that, to my knowledge, has not yet been pointed out in this context: the 

Gārgīya-jyotiṣa253 consists of sixty-four chapters called aṅgas.254 This text has not been pub-

lished, but its contents have been described by MITCHINER (1986:105–112) in his edition of 

the Yugapurāṇa, an appendix of the Gārgīya-jyotiṣa. It was probably composed no later than 

25 BCE255  and had enormous influence on subsequent astronomical literature (PINGREE 

1981:71), but seems to have been gradually eclipsed256 by the works of Varāhamihira and 

other “modern” theorists from the 6th century onward. 

Since Viśākhadatta describes jyotiḥśāstra as catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅga,257 the Gārgīya-jyotiṣa 

must have been “the book” on astronomy in his cultural milieu, which in turn means that 

he cannot have lived more than a few decades later than Varāhamihira—a conclusion 

identical to Dhruva’s, but based on a more solid premise. It is also worth noting that a 

number of Mudrārākṣasa manuscripts258 omit the word catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge. I believe the most 

likely explanation for this is that later copyists knew no astronomical text of sixty-four 

divisions and therefore excised the “erroneous” qualification. Viśākhadatta consistently 

refers to Rāhu as a graha,259 “grabber” or “planet.” (In fact, the name Rāhu is never used at 

all, but it is clearly intended, as inferable from the demonic analogue with Rākṣasa.) The 

                                                        
 252 MR after 1.5, kṛtaśramo ’smi catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge jyotiḥśāstre. 
 253 Also known as Vṛddhagarga-saṃhitā (and by a number of other titles), but as MITCHINER (1986:3) observes, 

Vṛddhagarga, “the Elder Garga,” is probably not identical to Garga, the author of the Gārgīya-jyotiṣa since 
Utpala cites some passages from one and some from the other, and those he ascribes to Vṛddhagarga 
cannot be found in the extant text of the Gārgīya-jyotiṣa, while those he ascribes to Garga can. 

 254 Chapter 2 of the Gārgīya-jyotiṣa is a “table” of contents for the entire work, which describes it as 
catuḥśaṣṭyaṅgam [sāṃvatsaram] (MITCHINER 1986:102); the colophon to the work also says iti jyotiṣam imaṃ 
catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅgam adbhuta … catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅgāni samāptāni samāptā ceyaṃ vṛddhagārgasaṃhitā (ibid. 111). There is 
also a passage in Canto 18 of the Anuśāsanaparvan of the Mahābhārata (relegated to the appendix from the 
critical text), in which a sage called Gārgya relates that he received from Śiva the knowledge of Time in 
sixty-four sections (gārgya uvāca: catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅgam adadāt kālajñānaṃ mamādbhutam; MITCHINER (1986:102) 
notes that many MSS read Garga instead of Gārgya). Note also that the actual number of chapters in the 
extant text seems to be sixty-two, as also observed by PINGREE 1981:69. 

 255 MITCHINER 1986:5–11; PINGREE (1981:69) assigns it more cautiously to the 1st century BCE or CE. 
 256 Pun intended. kṣamyatām. 
 257 Besides the locus cited above, the expression catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge jyotiḥśāstre also occurs after MR 1.14. 
 258 Specifically Hillebrandt’s N, K, Ch and M and Telang’s M and R at the first locus (after 1.5). Hillebrandt’s 

apparatus is ambiguous for the second locus (after 1.14), but its most likely purport is that N reads 
catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge vidyāsu ca jyotiḥśāstre, while K, Be and Ch read catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge vidyāsu ca jyotiḥśāstre instead of 
catuḥṣaṣṭyaṅge jyotiḥśāstre. If so, then vidyāsu appears to be a scholium that made its way into the text, 
added because sixty-four arts/sciences are commonly referred to while sixty-four chapters of astronomy 
were apparently no longer known. Apparently none of Telang’s MSS have any variants for the second 
locus. 

 259 krūragraha in verse 1.6 cited above, and simply as graha in prose after MR 1.6, once the context has been 
established. See also note 287 on page 85 about a similar reference to Rāhu in the Devīcandragupta. 
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word graha is used on two other occasions in the sense of “planet,”260 whereas Ketu is no-

where in the play called a graha.261 This also suggests that the dramatist belongs to an age 

when Ketu did not yet mean the descending lunar node and was not thought of as a planet, 

but meant “comet.” In the imagery of verse 1.6 of the Mudrārākṣasa, Ketu is thus probably 

just another ill portent that has joined its forces to the ominous Rāhu, but is not directly 

held responsible for (the threat of) an eclipse. 

An Actual Eclipse? 

When Jacobi proposed that the Mudrārākṣasa was composed in the court of 

Avantivarman of Kashmir (see page 31), he also examined the celestial configuration de-

scribed in the prologue, because he thought it “highly probable that the said constellation 

is not a mere fiction of the poet for the purpose of connecting the play itself with the 

prelude, but that it occurred at the time when the play was acted” (JACOBI 1888:216). In 

spite of the clear function within the drama of this constellation, it may indeed reflect the 

actual state of the heavens at the time of the première, though I cannot completely agree 

with Jacobi’s assertions that the prelude of a Sanskrit play always refers to the time the 

play was acted and that the audience would not have been able to follow the astronomical 

jargon in the verse cited above, unless they had known before hand that these particular 

conditions were present on that particular day. 

JACOBI (ibid.) deduces from the play that full moon occurred near noon in the 

month of Mārgaśīṛṣa, and the Moon was at that time in the sign of Gemini. Looking for 

such a setup in the reign of Avantivarman, he finds that it did in fact occur on the 2nd of 

December in the year 860 CE. From this he concludes that this was the very day on which 

Viśākhadatta presented his new opus to his king, Avantivarman of Kashmir. However, 

even if Jacobi’s assumptions are correct, he does not declare how often such conditions 

occur. The calculation is thus probably useless for determining Viśākhadatta’s century 

even if it might allow the establishment of a particular date in a pre-selected span of a few 

decades (such as Avantivarman’s reign). 

Furthermore, Jacobi takes for granted a number of conditions that can at best be 

guessed from the play.262 The prologue only tells us about a full moon (when an eclipse 

might occur) and the Moon’s conjunction with Mercury. For the idea that the moment of 

full moon was near noon, JACOBI (1888:216) refers to the text of the Mudrārākṣasa, but to a 

                                                        
 260 MR 4.19 and 4.21. 
 261 Though śommaṃ gahaṃ in MR 4.21 may possibly mean Ketu. This Māgadhī verse is in a very bad state of 

preservation, but if Hillebrandt’s reconstruction is anywhere close to the original, then this “pleasant 
planet” must be an allegory for Malayaketu. Telang’s reconstruction is radically different; there (and in 
Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s commentary) the phrase clearly signifies Mercury, commonly called saumya (see e.g. the 
third citation in note 249 above. 

 262 SPEYER (1908:52) was of the same opinion: “Jacobi … very cleverly calculated even the date of the first 
representation of the MR … but his premises were false.” 
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prose passage and a following verse in the fourth act,263 so it cannot by any reckoning de-

scribe the same moment as the prologue. Putting the Moon in Gemini (one of the zodiacal 

signs ruled by Mercury, the other being Virgo) is unfounded. The stanza in the prologue 

speaks about yoga, i.e. conjunction of the planet Mercury (rather than a sign associated 

with Mercury) with the Moon. The verse in act 4 might refer to “the sign of Mercury” (so, 

possibly, Gemini), but is more likely to mean “the ascendance of Mercury.”264 As for the 

month Mārgaśīṛṣa (November–December), I confess my inability to fathom why JACOBI 

(ibid.) thought “it may safely be inferred to be intended.” The prologue gives no clue at all 

to the month, and SASTRI (1931:164) avows with no less confidence than Jacobi that it must 

have been Bhādrapada (August–September), while KALE (1976:31) reckons it to be Caitra 

(March–April). 

SASTRI (1931) also attempted, as Jacobi had, to match the celestial setup deduced 

from the drama to actual ephemerides and arrived at the conclusion that the Mudrā-

rākṣasa’s debut took place in the year 397 CE.265 Needless to say, he too started out from an 

axiomatic supposition, namely that Viśākhadatta was a client of Candragupta II. He further 

attempted to map out the entire sequence of calendrical and astronomical references in 

the drama, including those in Act 4, discussed above apropos of Jacobi. This is interesting 

in itself as long as it remains an attempt to determine how many intradiegetic weeks or 

months pass between various acts of the Mudrārākṣasa, but projecting the fictional time of 

the play onto an actual year seems extremely unlikely to be of use in fixing Viśākhadatta’s 

date. SASTRI (ibid. 168) also remarks that the configuration he found in the drama and in 

397 CE had also occurred in 388, which implies that even if his assumptions are correct, 

they cannot help in assigning a century to Viśākhadatta. 

                                                        
 263 After MR 4.18(104), ā mayyhaṇṇādo ṇiuttaśaaladośā śohaṇā tidhī bhodi. śaṃpuṇṇacandā puṇṇamāśī… Midday 

(mayyhaṇṇa, Sanskrit madhyāhna) is here indeed associated with the full moon (śaṃpuṇṇacanda, 
saṃpūrṇacandra), and the verse immediately following this prose line (4.19[105]) refers to the Sun as 
“looking toward setting” (astāhimuhe śūle), which may by some stretch also mean a time just past noon. In 
any case, both the prose line the verse are allegorical just like the astronomical allusions of the prologue, 
the text is uncertainly preserved at this point, and may be nonsensical “technobabble” to begin with (as 
implied by Rākṣasa’s reply, tithir eva tāvan na śudhyati, “the very date makes no sense”). 

 264 MR 4.19(105), gahavadi-budhaśśa lagge. 
 265 SASTRI 1931:164–168. CHARPENTIER (1931) reacted in a short and sharp notice to Sastri’s paper in the same 

volume of the Indian Historical Quarterly, but apart from pointing to his own earlier paper (CHARPENTIER 
1923) he offered no concrete criticism of Sastri’s reasoning. 
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3. Clues in the Devīcandragupta 

The Date of the Devīcandragupta 

The age bracket open for the Devīcandragupta is slightly narrower than that avail-

able for the Mudrārākṣasa. It certainly does not predate Candragupta II whose exploits 

against the Śakas and contention for the throne of his brother Rāmagupta provided its 

plot. Its terminus ante quem cannot be established so clearly, but a sentence in the 

Harṣacarita of Bāṇa (first half of the 7th century) is very likely to refer to its plot. Here 

Harṣa’s commander of elephant troops warns the king to be vigilant all the time, and rat-

tles off a long list of rulers killed in unlikely circumstances or by unlikely assailants. These 

include a chieftain of the Śakas, who was “desirous of another’s wife” and whom “Candra-

gupta, hidden in the guise of a woman, slew.”266 

Now it is of course possible that Bāṇa had access to a tradition independent of 

(and possibly previous to) Viśākhadatta, from which he derived this snippet. However, 

among extant records the detail that Candragupta dressed as a woman to assassinate the 

Śaka king is only preserved in the Devīcandragupta and the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ, the relevant 

part of which is probably based on this play.267 Beside the literary tradition, there are two 

Rāṣṭrakūṭa inscriptions of the ninth and tenth centuries CE that refer to the episode of 

Candragupta killing his brother and marrying his wife. One268 teasingly mocks, the other269 

sharply scorns the deed. Both, of course, conclude that the current Rāṣṭrakūṭa ruler is a 

better man than the famous Gupta monarch, yet neither mentions the saucy bit about 

cross-dressing,270 which sounds more like a playwright’s fancy than actual history. The im-

plication of one inscription that Candragupta “willingly did an abominable thing contra-

dictory to [the accepted notions of] purity and impurity”271 might be taken as a reference 

to his transvestitism, but it is much more likely to be a hint at another tradition (also found 

                                                        
 266 Harṣacarita p. 51 (end of ucchvāsa 6), aripure ca parakalatrakāmukaṃ kāminīveṣaguptaś ca candraguptaḥ 

śakapatim aśātayad iti. 
 267 SOHONI (1981:171n10) argues that the story of Ravvāl and Barkamārīs must have been based on independent 

historical materials rather than the play, because it says at the end of the story that “The power of 
Barkamárís and his kingdom spread, until at length all India submitted to him” (ELLIOT 1867:112), which 
could not have been there in a play written and performed soon after the events dramatised in it. In my 
opinion this argument holds no water: even if the Devīcandragupta was produced in the early period of 
Candragupta’s reign, the “epilogue” could have been added by the author of the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ or of the 
history from which he borrowed the account. 

 268 The Sanjan plates of Amoghavarṣa I, dated Śaka 793 (BHANDARKAR 1926:248, verse 48 in lines 51–53), hatvā 
bhrātaram eva rājyam aharad devīṃ ca dīnas tato lakṣaṃ koṭim alekhayat kila kalau dātā sa guptānvayaḥ. (Text 
cited with Bhandarkar’s emendations.) 

 269 The Cambay plates of Govinda IV, dated Śaka 852 (BHANDARKAR 1903:38, verse 22 in lines 26–27), sāmarthye 
sati ninditā pravihitā naivāgraje krūratā bandhustrīgamanādibhiḥ kucaritair āvarjjitaṃ nāyaśaḥ| śaucāśauca-
parāṅmukhaṃ na ca bhiyā paiśācyam aṅgīkṛtaṃ tyāgenāsamasāhasaiś ca bhuvane yaḥ sāhasāṅkobhavat|| 

 270 The idea was dismissed as a mere “scandalous tradition” by Vincent SMITH (1914:292) when it was only 
known from the Harṣacarita. 

 271 śaucāśauca-parāṅmukhaṃ … paiśācyam aṅgīkṛtaṃ, in the Cambay plates quoted in note 269 above. 
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in the Devīcandragupta) according to which Candragupta used black magic to enlist the aid 

of a zombie (vetāla), or alternatively at his pretence of (ritually impure) madness to kill his 

brother.272 It is thus possible that Bāṇa referred to the Devīcandragupta, while the Rāṣṭra-

kūṭa copywriters knew only a more factual (or, if the cross-dressing did happen, a more 

demure) history. 

Śaṅkarārya, who wrote a commentary on the Harṣacarita in the early 18th cen-

tury,273 may also have had access to the Devīcandragupta or to a quasi-historical work based 

on it, since he adds a snippet which Bāṇa does not mention, but which is found in the story 

of Ravvāl and Barkamārīs (and thus probably in the Devīcandragupta too), namely that 

Candragupta did not perform his gambit alone, but had associates who also dressed up as 

women.274 Another detail found in this commentary and the Devīcandragupta but not in the 

Harṣacarita is the name of Dhruvadevī. This agrees with actual history as far as we know it, 

so it does not directly prove that Śaṅkarārya knew the Devīcandragupta, but it does lend 

some strength to the hypothesis based on the reference to the other men dressed up as 

women. 

Within the range between 400 CE or so and 600 CE or thereabouts, it is at present 

impossible to determine a more precise date for the Devīcandragupta. Some scholars have 

attempted to date the play relative to the reign of Candragupta II, but they reached widely 

varying conclusions starting out from pretty much the same point: the dramatization of 

Candragupta’s scandalous actions. Thus JAYASWAL (1932a:35–36)—while reasserting his ear-

lier theory that Viśākhadatta was a contemporary of Candragupta II275—opined that “the 

drama must have been written in the time of [Candragupta’s] son and might not have been 

published by the author in his own life-time,” primarily because it has a love scene be-

tween Candragupta and a courtesan. Quite to the contrary, WINTERNITZ (1936:360) re-

marked that before the discovery of the Devīcandragupta he had been “inclined to agree 

with those who would assign the Mudrārākṣasa to the period of Candragupta II. But it is 

not likely that Viśākhadatta would have written the Dēvīcandragupta, a drama in which 

                                                        
 272 See DEZSŐ 2010:403 for more details about Candragupta’s vetālasādhana. RAGHAVAN (1978:864) notes that as 

far as the relevant fragment of the Devīcandragupta indicates, Candragupta did not actually perform this 
rite. SOHONI (1981:178) vehemently opposes any such slander about Candragupta, whom he seems to regard 
a national hero, and says that “there has been a good deal of consciously and unconsciously held malicious 
and erroneous association of ideas in regard to the alleged vetāla sādhana of Candragupta Vikramāditya,” 
claiming it was “unthinkable that a hard headed and carefully trained prince like Kumāra Candragupta 
should have thought of experimenting in black magic or spirit control,” and the idea of doing so is 
“mentioned only to be given up immediately” in the Devīcandragupta, a drama “hewn by Viśākhadatta from 
the rock of pure patriotism” (ibid. 187). 

 273 GUPTA 1974:148. 
 274 The commentary to the sentence of the Harṣacarita cited above in note 266 says, śakānām ācāryaḥ 

śakādhipatiḥ. candragupta-bhrātṛ-jāyāṃ dhruvadevīṃ prārthayamānaś candraguptena dhruvadevī-veśa-dhāriṇā 
strī-veśa-jana-parivṛtena vyāpādita iti (as quoted in BHANDARKAR 1932:206). In the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ, 
Barkamārīs says, “let an order be given for me to be dressed like a woman, and let all the officers dress 
their sons in like manner as damsels, and let us each conceal a knife in or hair … All the officers of the 
[enemy] army will thus be slain” (ELLIOT 1867:111). 

 275 See page 33. 
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Candragupta marries the wife of his elder brother murdered by him, at the lifetime of this 

king, or even of Kumāragupta … Thus, the Dēvīcandragupta, as far as we know it at present, 

would support the sixth century as the date of Viśākhadatta.”  

On the other hand, DAS GUPTA (1938:217) theorised that Candragupta’s murder of 

his brother and his subsequent marrying of the latter’s widow would have been “neither 

morally wholly indefensible, nor socially illegal,” in which case “there exists no cogent 

reason why the poet could not write the drama during the lifetime of the king whom it 

celebrates.” He bases this claim on a hypothesis originally put forth by BHANDARKAR (1932) 

in an article about historical data that may be gleaned from the Devīcandragupta and the 

Mojmal al-tawāriḵ. According to this, Rāmagupta must have been seen as impotent because 

of his inability to resist the Śaka ruler’s demands for the handing over of his wife. This 

“impotence” rendered his queen suitable for remarriage in accordance with the 

Nāradasmṛti.276  DAS GUPTA’s additional arguments include a statement in the Mojmal al-

tawāriḵ that the queen (that is, Dhruvadevī), when still a maiden, had actually chosen 

Barkamārīs (i.e. Candragupta) for her husband, but the elder Ravvāl (Rāmagupta) took her 

for himself.277 

Apparently neither Das Gupta, nor Jayaswal find a problem with Candragupta’s 

murder of his reigning elder brother. Such a deed, though possibly standard practice in 

royal circles, was in my opinion unlikely to have been a feat to be flaunted in a play in-

tended to flatter Candragupta. We do not, however, know what justification (excuse) the 

Candragupta of the Devīcandragupta has for fratricide.278 The drama may after all have been 

written precisely with the aim of showing that the new king had every reason for this act 

and indeed, did the realm a favour by eliminating his brother. 

Is It by the Same Author? 

The author of the Devīcandragupta is declared in only one of all the known cita-

tions—a passage of the Nāṭyadarpaṇa treating on the heroine of a prakaraṇa—where his 

name is said to be Viśākhadeva.279 Nevertheless the scholarly consensus is that this drama 

                                                        
 276 BHANDARKAR (1932:201–204). The basis of Bhandarkar’s reasoning is a verse of the DCG (see note 280 on page 

84 for text) which says Rāmagupta “behaved like a eunuch (klība) even though he was a man” and also uses 
in connection with the queen the word kṣetra, which may be a technical term for a wife as the “field” in 
which a man sows his seed. While Rāmagupta may or may not have been deemed impotent, this 
interpretation of the verse is in my opinion forced: the mental states of lajjā, “shame,” kopa, “anger,” 
viṣāda, “despair,” bhīti, “fear” and arati, “distress”—prominently featured in the verse next to kṣetrīkṛtā (for 
which see also page 84)—have nothing to do with the legal conditions for a woman’s remarriage. 

 277 See ELLIOT 1867:110 for this part of the narrative. The story sounds suspiciously like post-hoc legitimation 
for marrying the widowed queen, invented by the author of the DCG or of the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ. 

 278 The Mojmal al-tawāriḵ, or at least Elliot’s report of its account, is strangely silent on this. 
 279 ND p. 118 (near beginning of viveka 2), yathā viśākhadevakṛte devīcandragupte. The same stanza that follows 

this ascription is also cited in a similar context in the Abhinavabhāratī and the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa, but in those 
works the author is not named, and the names of the characters involved in the cited verse are different 
(GUPTA 1974:165n55). Note also that although the edition of the Nāṭyadarpaṇa (SHRIGONDEKAR & GANDHI 1929) 
reads viśākhadeva here and RAGHAVAN (1978:846) also clearly says that “the author of the Devīcandragupta … 
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was indeed written by the same person who wrote the Mudrārākṣasa. While it is entirely 

reasonable to presume that Viśākhadatta and Viśākhadeva were one and the same person, 

a single ascription in a fair-sized corpus of anonymous citations of the Devīcandragupta is 

not entirely convincing. 

There are a few thematic and idiomatic similarities between the two plays that 

may be viewed as corroboration of the identity of their authors, though such details can 

by no means be viewed as solid proof. RAGHAVAN (1978:862) pointed out that the phrase 

lajjā-kopa-viṣāda-bhīty-aratibhiḥ kṣetrīkṛtā280 in one of the verses cited from the Devīcandra-

gupta is reminiscent of vañcanā-paribhava-kṣetrīkṛto in the Mudrārākṣasa.281 The noun-verb 

compound kṣetrī-√kṛ is sufficiently rare in Sanskrit literature282 to believe it may be an id-

iosyncrasy of our poet, though calling it “a favourite expression of Viśākhadatta” 

(RAGHAVAN, ibid.) on the basis of one proven and one suspected occurrence is perhaps going 

too far. 

BHANDARKAR (1932:203) noticed the word in the Devīcandragupta for another rea-

son, interpreting it to mean that Queen Dhruvadevī, whom it qualifies in the stanza, has 

been rendered “fit for being used by a stranger.”283 In my opinion kṣetrīkṛtā in this verse 

simply means “become subject to” the list of negative emotions (in a dvandva compound 

with an instrumental ending) that precede the word, and that is precisely the meaning in 

which it is used for Rākṣasa’s person in the Mudrārākṣasa stanza, there also preceded by a 

list of negative emotions (in a dvandva compound, in this case also compounded to 

kṣetrīkṛto). Notice also that both occurrences of the word are in the same metrical position 

of a śārdūlavikrīḍita verse. 

Another uncommon usage found in both the Mudrārākṣasa and the Devīcandra-

gupta is the word praṇayin, literally “fond of,” but applied to jewellery in the sense “worn 

on.” The former play describes Rākṣasa’s seal-ring as “attached to” his finger, while the 

latter has a chain girdle “attached to” the hips of the courtesan Mādhavasenā, again in 

identical metrical positions of a śārdūlavikrīḍita stanza.284 The use of astronomical imagery 

                                                        
has invariably been cited as Viśākhadeva”(emphasis in original), some scholars (e.g. DHRUVA 1930:271 and 
BHANDARKAR 1932:209) quote this locus of the ND as yathā Viśākhadattakṛte devīcandragupte. Trivedi’s 
translation of the ND also says “in the play Devīcandragupta of Viśākhadatta” (TRIVEDI 1966:82). It is not 
clear if any of these scholars have seen manuscripts of the ND that support this reading, or have simply 
made a mistake. 

 280 ND p. 86 (example of the saṃdhyaṅga called krama in viveka 1), ramyāṃ cāratikāriṇīṃ ca karuṇāśokena nītā 
daśāṃ tatkālopagatena rāhuśirasā gupteva cāndrī kalā| patyuḥ klībajanocitena caritenānena puṃsaḥ sato 
lajjākopaviṣādabhītyaratibhiḥ kṣetrīkṛtā tāmyate|| 

 281 MR 7.5(158). yena svāmikulaṃ ripor iva kulaṃ dṛṣṭaṃ vinaśyat purā mitrāṇāṃ vyasane mahotsava iva svasthena 
yena sthitam| ātmā yasya ca vañcanāparibhavakṣetrīkṛto ’pi priyas tasyeyaṃ mama mṛtyulokapadavī vadhyasrag 
ābadhyatām|| 

 282 I personally have no recollection of ever coming across it elsewhere. A hasty search of various electronic 
corpora yields one occurrence of the word in the Agnipurāṇa, one in a subhāṣita in the Saduktikarṇāmṛta 
ascribed to Bhikṣu, and several occurrences in alchemical texts where it seems to be a technical term. 
Monier-Williams notes its attestation in the Agnipurāṇa and in the Kādambarī. 

 283 See also note 276 above. 
 284 MR 5.15(123), mudrā tasya karāṅgulipraṇayiṇī siddhārthakas tatsuhṛt; ND p. 84 (example of the saṃdhyaṅga 
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may be a further significant parallel between the two dramas, though arguably the name 

of Candragupta, “sheltered by the Moon,” may naturally tempt any poet to use the meta-

phor of an eclipse of the Moon for situations in which the king is threatened. The Mudrā-

rākṣasa commences with Cāṇakya’s wrathful entry on stage after misunderstanding the 

stage manager’s stanza about an eclipse to refer to an attack on Candragupta’s person,285 

while Act 5 of the Devīcandragupta has a song accompanying the entrance of Candragupta286 

which says that the Moon, having overcome darkness, now enters the sky to leap over the 

planet287 that eclipsed it. 

Even before the discovery of the Devīcandragupta, JAYASWAL (1913:265) had pro-

posed that the killing of Parvataka in the Mudrārākṣasa by means of a poison damsel may 

be a “a veiled defence of the scandalous murder of the Śaka Satrap,” accomplished by 

Candragupta in the guise of a woman.288 The poison maid, however, is featured in other 

versions of the legend of Candragupta, independent of Viśākhadatta,289 and the Candra-

gupta of the Mudrārākṣasa was not directly involved in (and probably not even aware of) 

the murder of Parvataka and was at worst guilty by inaction. If Viśākhadatta was indeed a 

contemporary of Candragupta II, then Candragupta Maurya’s complicity in the killing of 

Parvataka by a deadly lady may indeed have been seen by the contemporary audience as 

a reference to the slaying of the Śaka kṣatrapa, but the mere similarity of the two dramatic 

episodes cannot qualify as evidence either for the date of the Mudrārākṣasa or for the iden-

tity of its author with that of the Devīcandragupta. 

For want of any evidence to the contrary, I nonetheless believe we should con-

tinue to grant Viśākhadatta the benefit of doubt and accept the Devīcandragupta as another 

of his plays, but any grand hypotheses built on this postulation must be consumed with a 

grain of salt. The following section describes some further circumstantial evidence that 

may contribute to establishing both the identity of the authors of the two dramas and the 

date of the plays. 

The Minister Safar 

We learn from the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ that Ravvāl had a minister (wazir) blind in 

both eyes, named Safar. It had been he who advised the king to accommodate the Śaka 

ruler’s demand and hand over Queen Dhruvadevī (ELLIOT 1867:110), while later on he was 

                                                        
called prārthanā in viveka 1), pādau tvajjaghanasthalapraṇayinī sandānayen mekhalā. 

 285 MR 1.6, krūragrahaḥ saketuś candraṃ saṃpūrṇamaṇḍalam idānīm| abhibhavitum icchati balāt… 
 286 ND p. 194 (example of prāveśikī dhruvā), eso siya-kara-vitthara-paṇāsiyāsesa-veri-timiroho| niya-vihi-vaseṇa 

caṃdo gayaṇaṃ gahaṃ laṃghiuṃ visaï|| (Note that vihivaseṇa is an emendation of vihavareṇa by the editor of 
the ND. RAGHAVAN 1978:848 gives the following chāyā for this stanza: sita-kara-vistara-praṇāśitāśeṣa-vairi-
timiraughaḥ| nija-vidhi-vaśena candro gaganaṃ grahaṃ laṅghayituṃ viśati||) 

 287 I.e. Rāhu; see page 75ff. for an explanation the appearance of this virtual planet in the Mudrārākṣasa. Just as 
the prologue of that play, both these verses cited from the Devīcandragupta employ the generic term graha 
rather than the specific name of Rāhu.  

 288 Known at that time only from the Harṣacarita, see note 266 above. 
 289 See Part III about the legend and page 154 about this femme fatale. 
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instrumental in forcing Barkamārīs to hide in the guise of a madman, fomenting the king’s 

suspicions against his younger brother (ibid. 111). At the end of the story, when Barkamārīs 

had killed the king and assumed the throne, he summoned Safar and said to him: 

I know that it was you who counselled my brother in his dealings with me, but 
this was no fault nor is it blameable. It was God’s will that I should be king, so 
continue to govern the kingdom as you did for my brother.” Safar replied, “You 
have spoken the truth, all that I did was for the good and advantage of your brother, 
not out of enmity to you. But I have now resolved upon burning myself, and cannot 
do as you desire. I was with your brother in life, and I will be with him in death.” 
Barkamárís told him that he wanted him to write a book on the duties of kings, on 
government and justice. Safar consented, and wrote the book, which is called 
“Adabu-l Mulúl,” “Instruction of Kings.” … When it was finished he took it to 
Barkamárís and read it, and all the nobles admired and praised it. Then he burnt 
himself.290 

Provided that the narrative of the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ is indeed based on the Devī-

candragupta, we have here a very interesting parallel to the storyline of the Mudrārākṣasa: 

a minister of the old regime faithful to the deposed and killed ruler, whose services are 

wanted and obtained, at least temporarily, by the victorious pretender. There is also a no-

table subtext shared with the Mudrārākṣasa here: while loyalty to the king is paramount, 

politics is all business, nothing personal. Safar was never called to task about his actions 

against Barkamārīs, because they had been “not out of enmity.” Nor is Rākṣasa held ac-

countable for his manoeuvring against Candragupta, and indeed, according to the Mudrā-

rākṣasa it is the mark of an unsophisticated mind to take personal offence at what a politi-

cal opponent does.291 

JAYASWAL (1932a:21–22 and 1932b) links Safar to Viśākhadatta by a completely dif-

ferent thread. He cites epigraphic evidence that Candragupta II had a minister named 

Śikharasvāmin, and argues that the name of Safar (سفر) can be derived with negligible 

alteration (i.e. assumed corruption) in Arabic script from Saqar or Siqar (سقر), which in 

turn may have been an adoption of Sanskrit Śikhara. The identification is intriguing but 

goes far out on a limb in several respects and has no strength as evidence. Safar, after all, 

only consented to serve Barkamārīs to the extent of writing a manual on politics, not in a 

ministerial capacity. Furthermore, given the degree of dissimilarity between the name 

                                                        
 290 ELLIOT 1867:112. 
 291 See Bhāgurāyaṇa’s lecture to Malayaketu when the latter receives the (false) information that Rākṣasa had 

been the agent of Parvataka’s death, after MR 5.7(115): kumāra iha khalv arthaśāstravyavahāriṇām arthavaśād 
arimitrodāsīnavyavasthā, na laukikānām iva svecchāvaśāt. yatas tatra kāle … rākṣasasya … devaḥ parvateśvara … 
mahān arātir āsīt tasmiṃś ca rākṣasenedam anuṣṭhitam iti na doṣam ivātra paśyāmi. “Surely, Prince, in such 
matters those who deal in politics act in a hostile, friendly or indifferent manner as dictated by utility, not 
by personal choice like commoners. Since at that time his majesty Parvateśvara was a great enemy to 
Rākṣasa, and Rākṣasa proceeded in this way against him in that capacity, therefore I see no fault at all in 
this.” 
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pairs Ravvāl—Rāma(gupta) and Barkamārīs—Vikramāditya, the name Safar may have been 

derived from a wide gamut of Indic names. 

BHANDARKAR (1932:200) and JAYASWAL (1932b) both raise the idea that the “book on 

the duties of kings, on government and justice” written by Safar may have been the 

Kāmandakīya Nītisāra, a textbook on polity probably composed in the reign of Candragupta 

II,292 and DIKSHITAR (1993:13–15) endorses the suggestion. SOHONI (1955) goes even further 

and equates Safar/Śikhara to Rākṣasa through a marvellous linguistic feat. The name of 

Rākṣasa, he begins, would of course be incised backwards on his signet ring, so that the 

seal impression would show the correct sequence of akṣaras. The string रा-�-स, rā-kṣa-sa 

would thus be स-�-रा, sa-kṣa-rā on the signet, which shows considerable similarity to the 

name Śikhara.293 Sohoni sees a clue to this pun in the first nāndī verse of the play, where 

Śiva asks Pārvatī, “‘How is that you do not know this name which is so familiar to you,’ a 

query which any contemporary or knowledgeable audience could have deeply appreci-

ated.”294 The idea is ingenious and may even be correct, but as evidence, its weight is even 

more infinitesimal than that of the identification of Safar as Śikhara. 

                                                        
 292 See also page 102 about this book. 
 293 At least in the consonants and especially on the provision that speakers made little or no distinction 

between kṣa and kha on the one hand and śa and sa on the other. SOHONI (1955:492) mentions the issue with 
kṣa but is silent about śa; both provisions are possible but in my opinion not likely to have been the case for 
educated speakers. Sohoni also fails to mention that the text as incised on the signet would of course be a 
mirror image of रा�स rather than the straight letters in an inverted sequence. (See the cover image, 
disregarding the first and last glyphs of the inscription, for what the straight string may have looked like 
in a contemporary script.) Note also that Sohoni later became a staunch adherent of the theory that 
Viśākhadatta lived in the Maukhari court, saying (SOHONI 1981:186) that “There are some scholars who hold 
that Viśākhadatta was a contemporary of Candragupta … But this is unthinkable. For Viśākhadatta was a 
contemporary of Avantivarmā Maukhari of Kānyakubja.” An audience of that age would of course have 
been unable to appreciate this alleged pun. 

 294 Translation and remark by SOHONI 1955:496. A more accurate translation would be, “Of course it’s her 
name. What makes you forget even though you know it?” (See page 176 for the text and discussion of this 
stanza.) Sohoni omits from his translation that the quote is about the name of a woman, and that it speaks 
about “forgetting” rather than “not knowing.” 
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1. Story and History 

The Issue of Historicity 

How little factual information we have about the accession of Candragupta Mau-

rya to the throne of Pāṭaliputra and how inextricably this chapter of history is intertwined 

with literature is best illustrated by a few brief extracts from one of the most widely read 

general introductions to Indian history, by Hermann Kulke and Dietmar Rothermund: 

[T]he new ruler of Magadha was Mahapadma who founded the short-lived but 
very important Nanda dynasty. Mahapadma was the son of a Shudra woman. ... 
Mahapadma … rates as the greatest Indian ruler before the Mauryas and in the royal 
lists of the Puranas he is the first who bears the imperial title Ekachattra, meaning 
‘he who has united the country under one umbrella’, the symbol of overlordship. 

… Greek and Roman authors report that the Nandas, who had their capital at 
Pataliputra when Alexander the Great conquered northwestern India, had a pow-
erful standing army [which they could only maintain] by rigorously collecting the 
revenues of their empire and plundering their neighbours. Their name became a 
byword for avarice in later Indian literature. … Mahapadma Nanda was succeeded 
by his eight sons; each of them ruled only for a short time until the last one was 
overthrown by Chandragupta Maurya. 

… Not much is known about the antecedents of Chandragupta Maurya, but it 
is said that he began his military career by fighting against the outposts which Al-
exander had left along the river Indus. How he managed to get from there to 
Magadha and how he seized power from the last Nanda emperor remains obscure. 
Indian sources, especially the famous play Mudrarakshasa, give the credit for Chan-
dragupta’s rise to his political advisor, the cunning Brahmin Kautalya, author of the 
Arthashastra.1 

The above summary is cobbled together from various literary sources, glued with 

speculation and stiffened with common sense. The works of literature mentioned in the 

excerpt are the Purāṇas, some “Greek and Roman authors,” and unspecified “Indian 

sources” including the topic of this dissertation, “the famous play Mudrarakshasa.” Some 

statements seem to present solid facts. However, the only facts that could be called solid 

with any confidence are that there was in the 4th century BCE a dynasty called Nanda in 

Magadha, with Pāṭaliputra as their capital, who had undertaken to forge a mighty empire 

in northern India, and this dynasty was replaced by Candragupta Maurya. The number 

nine is commonly associated with the Nandas, manifesting in the above excerpt as 

Mahāpadma and his eight sons. Most sources also agree that the Nandas, or at least one 

                                                        
 1 KULKE & ROTHERMUND (2002:56–58). 
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particular Nanda, was of questionable birth. A further item not mentioned in the excerpt 

but found in many sources is that Candragupta was in fact a scion of the Nanda dynasty, 

though (again) of lowly birth. 

The extant stories about the epoch preceding Candragupta’s coup d’état tell about 

a time when the idea of a world-encompassing empire became current, along with “a new 

type of unscrupulous and ambitious ruler” (KULKE & ROTHERMUND 2002:56) who balks at 

nothing to achieve dominance. Parricide was the order of the day, or at least that is what 

later narratives would have us believe: the bastard Mahāpadma Nanda allegedly assassi-

nated the previous king who may have been his father, then eliminated the legitimate 

heirs to the throne. Before the Nandas, four kings of the Śaiśunāga dynasty are said to have 

attained the throne by killing their fathers (ibid.). After the Nandas, we have Candragupta: 

another bastard who took his father’s throne after disposing of his rivals in inheritance; 

and another few generations later, Puṣyamitra assassinated the last Maurya ruler and 

founded the Śuṅga dynasty. 

Attempts have of course been made to arrive at some sort of “objective” historical 

truth by analysing where various accounts agree and where they are in conflict, but the 

issue I intend to explore here is the interrelation of the narratives themselves, rather than 

what actually happened. Indians (in a generalised, Orientalistic sense) have been accused 

of making up stories in place of factual history for at least about a millennium.2 Indeed, 

one of the basic Sanskrit words for “history,” itihāsa3 (literally, “indeed it was thus”—a 

phrase to open or conclude a narrative) is in fact a technical term for a literary category: 

that of the great epic the Mahābhārata (and, more equivocally, the Rāmāyaṇa). It is very 

often paired with another genre name, purāṇa (literally, “ancient”), meaning a corpus of 

mythological texts, bardic in origin and redacted into written works from about the mid-

dle of the first millennium CE.4 

Sheldon Pollock has proposed that “the general absence of historical referential-

ity in traditional Sanskritic culture” (POLLOCK 1989:607) may be connected to the ratiocina-

tion that the reason why the Vedas must be accepted as timeless truth is that they have 

no author and no historical referentiality. Thus, by analogy, any knowledge claiming to be 

true must be similarly detached from the factual world. History, Pollock concludes, “is not 

simply absent from or unknown to Sanskritic India; rather it is denied in favor of a model 

of ‘truth’ that accorded history no epistemological value or social significance” (ibid. 610). 

It is also POLLOCK (2003:57) who points out that historical referentiality is by no 

means unknown in Sanskrit literature, and some literary theorists, such as Bhāmaha (7th 

century CE), do make a distinction between factual and made-up stories. What was, how-

                                                        
 2 In the words of al-Bīrūnī (11th century CE): “Unfortunately the Hindus do not pay much attention to the 

historical order of things … and when they are … at a loss, not knowing what to say, they invariably take to 
tale-telling” (SACHAU 1888:10–11). 

 3 The exact same word, इितहास, is not just one but the basic word for “history” in modern standard Hindi. 
 4 See also page 97. 
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ever, more important to (at least a majority of) Sanskrit authors and theorists, was to com-

pose aesthetically pleasing and morally uplifting stories. Thus, Bhoja (11th century) offers 

the following advice: 

If one were to compose a literary work on the basis of a story just as it is found 
to exist in narratives of the way things were [itihāsa], it could come about that one 
character, though acting with all due propriety, might not only fail to attain the 
desired result but might attain precisely the result he does not desire; whereas an-
other character, though acting improperly, might attain the result he does desire. In 
these cases, emendation must be made in such a way that the character acting 
properly is not denied the result he seeks, whereas the other not only should fail to 
attain his desire but should also attain what he does not want.5 

This instruction appears particularly relevant to the Mudrārākṣasa, in which a 

character acting improperly—Rākṣasa, who from a misguided sense of loyalty deserts 

Brāhmaṇical civilisation and dedicates his talents to the service of barbarians threatening 

the capital and the legitimate (if barely so) ruler—attains not his desire, but something he 

does not want: reintegration into the orthodox fold. Whether or not Viśākhadatta had 

such clearly enunciated guidelines in mind while composing his drama, it is in my opinion 

beyond question that for his purposes history was malleable. If he was at all interested in 

“what actually happened” in the 320s BCE, he was certainly more interested in making his 

own point and weaving his own tapestry, incorporating existing yarns wherever they 

suited his purpose, but changing known stories wherever needed without a second 

thought. On the following pages, therefore, I shall investigate the stories of Candragupta’s 

accession to the Nanda throne without regard to their factuality. To quote POLLOCK 

(2007:379) yet again, “Perhaps, instead of assessing whether Indian texts are history or 

myth, we might ask whether the texts themselves invite us to transcend this very dichot-

omy.” 

The History of a Story 

The Mudrārākṣasa begins in medias res as far as the story of the Nandas and Candra-

gupta is concerned. While Cāṇakya’s soliloquy at the start of the play does reveal numer-

ous details, the spectators are left to gather most of what had happened prior to the action 

from a scattering of small hints dropped throughout the play. Many of these hints are in 

fact so brief that I cannot but assume that Viśākhadatta must have known and, what is 

more, must have expected his audience to know, a fairly detailed story about the end of 

                                                        
 5 ŚP cited and translated in POLLOCK 2003:58. 
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the Nanda reign.6 Whatever he did say about the antecedents would have served as point-

ers to help the audience put the story in context, while whatever he left unsaid would have 

been supplied from their contextual knowledge. 

The play indicates beyond doubt that a dynasty called Nanda had reigned in 

Pāṭaliputra; that at least some of these rulers did not perform their duties satisfactorily; 

that they had insulted Cāṇakya by publicly dragging him down from a seat of honour, 

whereupon he untied his topknot and vowed to exterminate them; that Cāṇakya decided 

to enthrone Candragupta, who was a Nanda descendant in some sense, yet not a member 

of the dynasty; and that to conquer the city they had made alliance with the barbarian 

king Parvataka, promising him half the kingdom in return for his military aid. 

The search for a particular story behind the Mudrārākṣasa is far from new. The 

very earliest dateable work that refers to it by title—the Daśarūpāvaloka of Dhanika, com-

posed in the late 10th century—makes an attempt to ascribe a source to it. The apropos of 

this is an instruction in the Daśarūpa that a prospective author should first study texts such 

as the Rāmāyaṇa and the Bṛhatkathā, and then proceed to compose an interesting story of 

his own. The implication, at least as Dhanika understands the Avaloka, is that the core of 

the plot may be derived from an existing literary (or quasi-historical) work, embellished 

with the author’s fancy, just as Bhoja opined in the passage quoted above.  

Dhanika claims that our play is based on the Bṛhatkathā,7 and Parab’s edition of 

the Daśarūpa even has a purported Bṛhatkathā citation8  at this point, thought to have 

served as the kernel which Viśākhadatta elaborated his play. The stanzas cited, however, 

come from the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī of Kṣemendra, 9 a retelling of the Bṛhatkathā that in fact 

postdates the Daśarūpāvaloka. Therefore, as a number of scholars10 have pointed out, the 

citation must be a later interpolation in the Avaloka. As a matter of fact, it is only found in 

one manuscript of the Daśarūpāvaloka,11 and it has even been proposed that the entire pas-

sage surrounding the citation may be spurious.12 

                                                        
 6 I agree with TRAUTMANN (1971:42) in that “The Mudrārākṣasa was composed for a limited and highly 

sophisticated audience whose members we must suppose to have been thoroughly familiar with arthaśāstra 
through their education and with intrigue through experience.” They must have been likewise well 
acquainted with stories about the kings and wars of yore. 

 7 Avaloka ad. Daśarūpa 1.68 (p. 34): tatra bṛhatkathāmūlaṃ Mudrārākṣasam. 
 8 cāṇakyanāmnā tenātha śakaṭālagṛhe rahaḥ| kṛtyāṃ vidhāya sahasā saputro nihato nṛpaḥ|| yoganandayaśaḥśeṣe 

pūrvanandasutas tataḥ| candraguptaḥ kṛto rājā cāṇakyena mahaujasā|| iti bṛhatkathāyāṃ sūcitam. 
 9 Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.216–217, cāṇakyanāmnā tenātha śakaṭālagṛhe rahaḥ| kṛtyāṃ vidhāya saptāhāt saputro 

nihato nṛpaḥ|| yoganande yaśaḥśeṣe pūrvanandasutas tataḥ| candragupto dhṛto rājye cāṇakyena mahaujasā|| My 
bold emphasis highlights the differences from the version cited in the Daśarūpāvaloka; for all these, the 
readings found in the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī are in my opinion superior. 

 10 Including TELANG 1884:xviii–xix (with reference to Fitzedward Hall’s 1865 edition of the Daśarūpa); KONOW 
1914:64; DHRUVA 1923:xxiii, CHATTERJEE 1935:209 and so forth. 

 11 HAAS 1912:xxxiii. 
 12 According to Raghavan 1935:491, on the basis of a MS of the Avaloka that omits this passage, and another 

manuscript with a sub-commentary on the Avaloka that does not comment on this part. Whether or not 
this particular reference to the Mudrārākṣasa was part of the original Daśarūpāvaloka, Dhanika’s work also 
refers in other places to our play. 
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While there is little likelihood to this particular passage of the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī13 

being the inspiration for the Mudrārākṣasa, the story of “the fall of the house of Nanda” 

was evidently a very popular tale in pre-modern India, told and re-told in countless ver-

sions including that in the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī. DHRUVA (1891:31) called attention to a verse 

in the Pañcatantra that clearly refers to the plot of the Mudrārākṣasa, saying “One should 

denigrate the prime official of the enemy faction with forged documents and donations of 

wealth, as Viṣṇugupta did to Rākṣasa.”14 Dhruva does not ignore the possibility that this 

reference may not be to our play, but to a lost text with the same storyline, on which 

Viśākhadatta too may have based his opus. He observes, however, that if the “forged doc-

uments” in this stanza had played a role in such a hypothetical text, then Viśākhadatta 

would have had very little claim to originality,15 so it is more likely that the composer of 

this verse had the Mudrārākṣasa in mind. Even so, the stanza is unlikely to be early.16 It is 

absent from earlier Pañcatantra versions such as the Tantrākhyāyikā, the Southern 

Pañcatantra and the late 6th-century Syriac translation, 17  so its presence in the textus 

simplicior—no earlier than the mid 9th century and no later than the late 12th century 18—

hardly narrows the age bracket available for Viśākhadatta. It does, however, show that at 

the time this text of the Pañcatantra was redacted, the Mudrārākṣasa (or at least its story) 

enjoyed wide enough popularity to be referred to in a proverbial style. 

The existence of some of the varied (and often contradictory) tales about this 

topic was pointed out among others by KONOW (1914:64). Interest in these stories was 

partly fuelled by the obsessive concern of the West for “what actually happened,” but 

some scholars have also done meticulous work on the stories themselves.19 In this part of 

my dissertation I will attempt to trace the history of the Mudrārākṣasa story. In the next 

five chapters I introduce the various traditions that preserve accounts—both purportedly 

historical and admittedly fictional—of the transfer of power from the Nandas to the Mau-

ryas. In doing so I follow a rough chronological order not of the textual sources but of what 

I believe to be stages in the evolution of the story. The penultimate chapter of this part 

(page 136ff.) further analyses some characters and events that recur over and over again 

in these stories. 

                                                        
 13 See page 119 below for the story the citation belongs to. 
 14 Pañcatantra (textus simplicior) 3.138, kūṭalekhyair dhanotsargair dūṣayec chatrupakṣajam| pradhānapuruṣaṃ 

yadvad viṣṇuguptena rākṣasaḥ|| 
 15 Moreover, he probably would not have featured the seal, the instrument of forging the crucial letter in the 

title, “a play about Rākṣasa made unique by a seal” (see page 10). 
 16 Or more bluntly, “The stanza PT III.138 cannot be dated” (KONOW 1914:67). 
 17 See the correspondence list of Pañcatantra verses in HERTEL 1904:59. 
 18 TAYLOR 2007:22. 
 19 Particularly: RUBEN 1956:150–202 and RAGHAVAN 1973:1–68. TRAUTMANN 1971:10–67 has ulterior motives 

(exploring the historicity of Cāṇakya), but also presents a profound and thought-provoking analysis of the 
interrelations of the story versions. 
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2. Nanda, Candragupta and Cāṇakya 

The Graeco-Roman Tradition 

Western accounts of Alexander’s Indian campaign mention, occasionally and 

briefly, the rule of the Nandas and the subsequent rise of Candragupta to power.20 Alt-

hough classical European accounts are generally viewed as reliable sources of Indian his-

tory, it must be kept in mind that all extant histories dealing with Alexander in India are 

at best second and third-hand accounts written centuries after the actual events 

(TRAUTMANN 1971:48). 

In an episode related in several chronicles, a king named Phegeus tells Alexander 

about the lands east of the river Beas (known as Hyphasis in the western classical sources 

and Vipāśā in Sanskrit). Diodorus Siculus21 and Quintus Curtius Rufus,22 who give very sim-

ilar accounts of this episode, are generally thought to have obtained it from the lost his-

tory of Cleitarchus, whose informants had probably included eyewitnesses (M’CRINDLE 

1893:11, TRAUTMANN 1971:50) However, since both these authors seem to have relied on a 

similar selection of multiple sources, it is also possible that they both drew on a lost com-

pilation, most likely the work of Pompeius Trogus (WELLES 1963:13–14), a contemporary of 

Diodorus who wrote a (now lost) Latin history of the Macedonian empire. 

In any case, Phegeus (called Phegelas in some manuscripts of Curtius and possibly 

Bhagala in Sanskrit, M’CRINDLE 1893:401) tells Alexander of the people called Praisioi 

(according to Diodorus; Prasii according to Curtius; probably from Sanskrit prācya, 

“eastern(er)”), ruled by a king called Xandrames (Agrammes in Curtius) who commands a 

tremendous army of foot, cavalry and elephant (the exact head counts of which differ 

slightly in the two accounts). Disbelieving the information, Alexander asks Porus if this is 

indeed true, and the Indian king confirms the size of the army (supplying part of the rea-

son why Alexander’s troops refuse to go on) and adds that the king is in fact the son of a 

barber. The episode is also narrated in chapter 62 of the Life of Alexander in Plutarch’s 

Parallel Lives,23 where the eastern people are called Praisiai and their army is even larger. 

                                                        
 20 The relevant sections of these accounts have been collected in: WILSON 1835:147–150 and M’CRINDLE 

1893:183–269 (Quintus Curtius Rufus), 269–304 (Diodorus Siculus) and 321–330 (Justin); for discussion and 
summary see also TRAUTMANN 1971:48–65 and RAGHAVAN 1973:67–68. Extracts in Hungarian translation have 
been compiled in WOJTILLA 2012:35 (Quintus Curtius Rufus), and 57 (Justin). 

 21 A Greek historian born in the city of Argyrium in Sicily, active about the middle of the first century BCE 
(OLDFATHER 1933:vii–viii). He wrote a history of the world (Βιβλιοθήκη ἱστορική) in forty volumes, several of 
which are known only from excerpts but fifteen survive entirely, including book 17 about Alexander the 
Great. The episode in question is told in chapter 17.93, M’CRINDLE 1893:281–282. 

 22 A Latin author of the first century CE, who published a history of Alexander (Historiae Alexandri Magni) in 
ten volumes of which eight survive. The relevant passages in his book are 9.2.3–7, M’CRINDLE 1893:221–222. 

 23 Plutarch wrote his Parallel Lives (Βίοι Παράλληλοι) in the second half of the 1st century CE; his famous men of 
Greece and Rome include a parallel biography of Alexander and Julius Caesar (M’CRINDLE 1893:12–13). 
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Plutarch does not include the story about the barber or name the king, but he does men-

tion elsewhere that according to “Androcottus” (Candragupta) the previous king had been 

despised by the subjects because of his base birth (TRAUTMANN 1971:49). 

The identification of this king is somewhat problematic: Xandrames may be a ren-

dition of Candramas (meaning Moon, a fairly plausible alternative name for Candragupta, 

as proposed e.g. by M’CRINDLE 1893:409), while Agrammes could be a distorted form of 

Ugrasena or Augrasainya.24 Both historians agree that this king’s father had been a barber 

who had become the queen’s paramour and murdered the old king. Curtius also adds that 

he then ruled for a while as guardian of the princes, then murdered them too, and became 

a king “detested and held cheap by his subjects” (M’CRINDLE 1893:222). 

The Philippic History of Justin25 is self-professedly an abridgement of the history 

of Trogus, yet it furnishes rather different information about this moment of Indian his-

tory. Justin gives more information about Sandrocottus (i.e. Candragupta) than any clas-

sical occidental source (M’CRINDLE 1893:15), yet the Phegelas episode does not appear in his 

book. On the other hand, he describes Sandrocottus as a man of humble birth, who had 

been prompted to aspire to royalty by omens. In his youth, says Justin, Sandrocottus had 

offended a certain Nandrus26 (i.e. presumably Nanda) and, in consequence, had to run for 

his life.27 When at long last he rested, he woke to find a lion that had licked the sweat off 

his body while he slept. At a later time, a wild elephant came to him tamely and lifted him 

on its back. 

Sometimes called the best historian of Alexander’s Indian campaign on account 

of his access to first-hand sources (TRAUTMANN 1971:50), Arrian28 mentions none of the 

above, saying instead at this point of Alexander’s story that the land beyond the Beas is 

governed by an aristocracy (which does, however, command a large number of elephants). 

This seems to contradict claims that a king rules these lands, but may refer to the land 

                                                        
 24 Ugrasena is the name of the founder of the Nanda dynasty in some Buddhist sources, while Augrasainya is 

a patronymic derived from the former and attested in at least one ancient Sanskrit source. See 
RAYCHAUDHURI 1953:204–206 for further discussion and Table 7 on page 142 herein for the various names of 
Nanda(s) in accounts relevant to the story of the Mudrārākṣasa. 

 25 Marcus Junian(i)us Justinus was a Latin author probably of the 3rd century CE, who compiled the 
Historiarum Philippicarum libri XLIV, an epitome of the lost forty-four-volume world history of Pompeius 
Trogus (WOJTILLA 2012:57). The relevant passages are 15.4.13–16, M’CRINDLE 1893:327. 

 26 The early modern editions of the Philippic History preferred the reading procacitate sua Alexandrum, which, 
if correct, would mean that Candragupta had met Alexander (as Plutarch claims in his Life of Alexander) and 
offended him. Whether or not there is any truth to this, in Justin’s history the correct reading is beyond 
doubt Nandrum, attested in the overwhelming majority of reliable manuscripts (TRAUTMANN 1971:57). 

 27 BONGARD-LEVIN (2001) argues that Justin’s story of Sandrocottus has several episodes paralleling those of 
the Indian story of Candragupta, and in the offence of Sandrocottus against Nandrus he sees a distorted 
account of Cāṇakya’s conflict with the Nandas (about which see the later legends on the following pages, 
and page 145 for a summary). 

 28 Lucius Flavius Arrianus, a prolific Greek author of the 2nd century CE, whose seven-volume work is titled 
the Anabasis of Alexander (Ἀλεξάνδρου ἀνάβασις). His chief sources were the accounts of Ptolemy and 
Aristobulus (ROBSON 1967:x–xi). The relevant chapter is 5.25, M’CRINDLE 1893:121. 
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immediately across the river rather than far Magadha. It may well be that Arrian has pre-

served something very close to the truth, while the historians quoted above have passed 

on, as TRAUTMANN (1971:56) concludes, some fragments Indian legend transmitted to the 

west in post-Alexandrian times. 

Whether or not there is any historical truth to the barber story,29 we do have a 

core motif of the here: sometime around the accession of Candragupta to the Magadhan 

throne, a man of low birth seized kingship. (Another, less central motif that will recur in 

some of the Indian stories about the fall of the house of Nanda is the role of omens in the 

lowborn man’s ascent to the throne in Justin’s tale of Sandrocottus.) In Diodorus’s story of 

Xandrames/Candragupta, the barber seems to be merely the adulterous queen’s lover, and 

it is the queen’s illegitimate son who ascends the throne after the elimination of the right-

ful rulers, while in the account of Curtius the barber had actually been a regent before 

being followed on the throne by his son Agrammes/Augrasainya. The former story could 

well have been propagated about the parvenu Candragupta by members of the traditional 

aristocracy,30 while the latter would have been very handy for Candragupta himself to den-

igrate the old ruler he replaced and thereby to pose as a saviour instead of a usurper. 

The Purāṇic Tradition 

The Purāṇas (“ancient [texts]”) are a corpus of mythological texts initially com-

posed and recited by minstrels. Most of the various major and minor Purāṇas were cast 

into written form some time in the first millennium CE. Although the precise dating of 

these texts remains an unsolved (and in all likelihood unsolvable) problem,31 there is a 

fairly wide consensus among scholars that a group which may be dubbed “early Purāṇas” 

was redacted around 300 to 500 CE, and a second group, that of “middle Purāṇas,” in the 

period between 500 to 1000 CE (O’FLAHERTY 1975:17). 

The traditional self-description of Purāṇas comprises a set of five criteria 

(purāṇapañcalakṣaṇa),32 or rather five topics these compendia (theoretically) deal with. One 

of these is vaṃśānucarita, which may—loosely—be translated “dynastic history.” Three 

texts of the “early” group—the Brahmāṇḍa, Matsya and Vāyu Purāṇas—contain very similar 

versions of a versified dynastic list of “kings of the Kali age.” The list is reproduced with 

some differences and largely in prose in a fourth early text, the Viṣṇupurāṇa, and (again in 

                                                        
 29 As a possible middle way between actual fact and complete fabrication as the origin of the story, BHARGAVA 

(1974) adduces that the barber legend (also found in a different form in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan, see page 106 
below) may have arisen because the last Nanda king’s father (possibly) bore the alternative name Muṇḍa, 
meaning “shaven-headed” and (possibly) also “barber.” 

 30 To which Porus, as TRAUTMANN (1971:56) emphasises, clearly belonged as his name (Sanskrit Puru or 
Paurava) harks back to Vedic times. 

 31 See ROCHER 1986:103, “I submit that it is not possible to set a specific date for any purāṇa as a whole … even 
for the better established and more coherent purāṇas … opinions, inevitably, continue to vary widely and 
endlessly.” 

 32 See ROCHER 1986:24–30 for a detailed discussion. 
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verse, but with somewhat more deviation) in the Bhāgavatapurāṇa, which belongs to the 

“middle” group. Frederick Eden PARGITER (1918) compiled a single critical text on the basis 

of several editions and manuscripts of each of these Purāṇas. Whatever the age of the in-

dividual texts, it is worth observing that the dynastic list itself (set in the form of prophecy 

and thus written in the future tense) ends about the middle of the 3rd century CE in the 

Matsyapurāṇa, while in the others it continues to the rise of Gupta rule in the early 4th cen-

tury but conspicuously lacks any reference to the conquests of Samudragupta from the 

fourth decade of the 4th century (PARGITER 1918:xii).33 

The portion of the list relevant to the antecedents of the Mudrārākṣasa tells us that 

the Śiśunāga dynasty of kṣatriya rulers will end (says the prophecy) with Mahānandin, son 

of Nandivardhana and grandson of Udayin34 (PARGITER 1918:22). Thereafter, the crown will 

pass to Mahāpadma (also called Nanda in the Viṣṇu and Bhāgavata), the son of Mahānandin 

by a śudra woman (PARGITER 1918:25–26). From this point on, kings will (mostly, in the Viṣṇu 

and Bhāgavata) be of śūdra descent. Mahāpadma will unite all the earth under a single royal 

parasol and will have eight sons, the eldest of whom will be Sukalpa (Sumālya or Sumāla 

in the Bhāgavata, Sumātya or Sumati in the Viṣṇu). After the reign of these sons a brāhmaṇ 

(dvija) called Kauṭilya (or just “some brāhmaṇ,” dvijaḥ kaścit in the Bhāgavata) will extirpate 

the Nandas and the kingdom shall pass on to the Mauryas. The first of these will be Candra-

gupta, anointed by Kauṭilya (PARGITER 1918:27–28). 

The origins of Candragupta are not even hinted at in this “prophecy,” but the plot 

element “lowborn man attains the throne” is clearly there in Mahāpadma’s birth from a 

śūdra woman. Another feature present in many versions of the legend makes its appear-

ance here: the number nine35 is associated with the Nanda dynasty in Mahāpadma and his 

eight sons. There is no characterisation or moral judgement for any of these rulers, nor do 

we see omens playing a role in anyone’s ascension to kingship, but we do have an im-

portant actant not mentioned in the Western sources: the brāhmaṇ Kauṭilya who destroys 

the Nandas and puts Candragupta on the throne. 

Kauṭilya and the Arthaśāstra Tradition 

Cāṇakya, Kauṭilya, Viṣṇugupta 

All other versions of the story that feature Candragupta (and some that do not) 

mention Cāṇakya’s crucial role in the fall of the Nandas, and the Mudrārākṣasa seems to 

take it for granted that he was the author of “The Book” on political science, the 

Arthaśāstra. While the Purāṇas do not mention this, they do call the brāhmaṇ Kauṭilya, a 

                                                        
 33 PARGITER (1918xxvii-xxviii) concludes that the dynastic list as preserved in the Matsya dates from the end of 

the 3rd century, in the Vāyu and Brahmāṇḍa from the mid-4th century, in the Viṣṇu from the late 4th century, 
and in the Bhāgavata from the 8th or 9th century (regardless of the dates of the final redaction of these 
texts). 

 34 The name has many variants, partly because it appears to be re-Sanskritised from a Prakrit form, and 
partly attributable to corruption. PARGITER (1918:22n30) considers Udayin to be the best reading. 

 35 See page 136. 
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name associated more strongly with the authorship of the Arthaśāstra than “Cāṇakya,” 

which is used in most other versions of the legend of Candragupta. So one reason why the 

Purāṇic list of dynasties does not mention that Kauṭilya wrote the Arthaśāstra may have 

been that its composers did not want to waste ink on stating the obvious. 

The Mudrārākṣasa uses three names to refer to this person. As mentioned briefly 

in the Prolegomena, Viṣṇugupta, “sheltered by Viṣṇu,” is a credible personal name. 

Kauṭilya, literally meaning “crookedness, guile,” sounds like a nickname. It is, however, 

the opinion of several scholars36 that it is in fact a distortion of Kauṭalya, a gotra name (thus 

meaning a brāhmaṇ descended from the sage Kuṭala). The change from Kauṭalya to 

Kauṭilya in the tradition would have been motivated by the perceived relevancy of the 

common noun kauṭilya. The third name, Cāṇakya, seems in form to be a patronymic (“[son] 

of Caṇaka”), and this is indeed how most versions of the legend that care to offer an ex-

planation interpret the name. It may, however, also be demonymic in origin (“[a man] 

from Caṇaka”), and is also a legitimate gotra name.37 

It thus seems likely that Cāṇakya/Kauṭilya/Viṣṇugupta is a composite personage 

created by the fusion of at least two actual historical persons.38 The most likely scenario 

for the merging of these names is that Cāṇakya and Kauṭalya were both historical person-

ages: the former a counsellor of Candragupta Maurya, and the latter the author of an 

arthaśāstra, which was certainly composed later than the Maurya period. As BURROW 

(1968:31) says, “Since Kauṭalya was the most outstanding authority on politics, and since, 

according to legend, Cāṇakya was its most distinguished practitioner, it is not unnatural 

that it should occur to someone to identify these two characters.” The Kauṭilīya Arthaśāstra 

as we now know it is probably the product of a subsequent redaction of the text. 39 

Viṣṇugupta may have been the personal name of Cāṇakya or Kauṭalya, or the name of the 

redactor of Kauṭalya’s Arthaśāstra into something very close to its present form. Neverthe-

less, within the diegetic world of the Mudrārākṣasa the three names interchangeably de-

note the same person. 

BURROW (1968:31) also notes (as a possibility) that the Mudrārākṣasa (for which he 

accepts a date “perhaps … in the sixth century A.D.”) may have been the very cause of the 

merging of these two or three historical figures into a single figure of legend. OLIVELLE 

                                                        
 36 See e.g. SÂSTRÎ 1924:4 and TRAUTMANN 1971:67n1. 
 37 SÂSTRÎ 1924:4 and BURROW 1968:25. BURROW (ibid. 24) also points out that the noun kauṭilya, “crookedness” is 

neuter, so its use as a personal name in the masculine gender is problematic. 
 38 See BURROW 1968 for a detailed argumentation for one form this theory and an overview of the others; also 

OLIVELLE 2013:8–37 for the most recent theory along these lines. 
 39 The general consensus on the origin of the extant Kauṭilīya Arthaśāstra according to KULKE and ROTHERMUND 

(2002:60) is that Kauṭilya, a contemporary of Candragupta, was the main author, but parts of the text are 
later additions and revisions, some of which may be as late as 300 CE. OLIVELLE (2013:25–29), however, puts 
the “original Kauṭilya composition” between 50 and 125 CE, and a later “Śāstric redaction” between 175 
and 300 CE. He explicitly says (ibid. 25–26) that “arguments based on linguistic and cultural data should put 
to rest once and for all the Maurya origin of the AŚ,” though he does note (ibid. 28) that it is “theoretically 
possible that some sections reach back close to or into the Maurya period.” 
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(2013:32–33) suggests the same and adduces that the pejorative connotation of the name 

Kauṭilya (originally a gotra name but now reduced to a moniker) arose as an unintended 

consequence of this. My opinion is that we can dispense with this possibility: from the way 

Viśākhadatta treats these names interchangeably without any explanation, it is clear that 

he expected his audience to know for a fact that all three denote the same person. None-

theless, just as the śāstric redaction of the Arthaśāstra in all likelihood imbued the text with 

a Brāhmaṇical ideology in which the earlier version of the treatise had no interest 

(MCCLISH 2009:304–305), so too Viśākhadatta’s drama may have been instrumental in the 

further brāhmaṇisation of the Arthaśāstra tradition by downplaying non-Brāhmaṇical el-

ements in the associated legends and substituting them with orthodox ones.40 

The Arthaśāstra Tradition 

Within the preserved text of the Arthaśāstra itself, the name Kauṭilya41 occurs nu-

merous times, most often in phrases like “so says Kauṭilya” and “Kauṭilya disagrees,” used 

in passages where the śāstra describes the opinions of multiple authorities on a particular 

topic.42 The work itself, or at least parts of it, are also internally attributed to Kauṭilya at 

the end of chapter 1.1 and chapter 2.10.43 Neither of the names Cāṇakya and Viṣṇugupta 

appear anywhere in the body of the Arthaśāstra, but a stanza appended after the colophon 

(i.e. in a position prone to subsequent extension44) does call the author Viṣṇugupta (and 

uses no other name for him).45 

The concluding stanza of the entire book (almost as prone to extension as the 

position of the previously discussed verse) identifies the author in the following words: 

“This textbook was written by him who out of indignation promptly raised the ministerial 

sword, skimmed the science and tore the earth from the clutches of Nanda rule.”46 My 

translation is rather subjective, reflecting my view that the stanza should be interpreted 

as a śleṣa playing on the multiple meanings of uddhṛta, a passive perfect participle which 

could be derived from ud-√dhṛ, “hold up” and thus “elevate” or from ud-√hṛ, “pull up” and 

by extension a plethora of meanings including “eradicate,” “rescue,” and “skim.”47 Of the 

                                                        
 40 See pages 74 and 147 for examples. 
 41 Actually Kauṭalya in most manuscripts (SÂSTRÎ 1924:4; see OLIVELLE 2013:33 and 59n65 for details of 

manuscripts and epigraphs attesting either form), but in accordance with the Mudrārākṣasa and general 
custom, I shall continue to use the form Kauṭilya in this dissertation. 

 42 This lends credit to (but does not prove) the theory that Kauṭilya was not the actual author of the extant 
work, and these phrases were added by the redactor quoting Kauṭilya as an authority. 

 43 Arthaśāstra 1.1.19, kauṭilyena kṛtaṃ śāstraṃ vimuktagranthavistaram; and 2.10.63, kauṭilyena narendrārthe 
śāsanasya vidhiḥ kṛtaḥ. 

 44 The verse is marked as a later addition in Kangle’s critical text. 
 45 Arthaśāstra after 15.1.73 (KANGLE 1960:283) dṛṣṭvā vipratipattiṃ bahudhā śāstreṣu bhāṣyakārāṇām| svayam eva 

viṣṇuguptaś cakāra sūtraṃ ca bhāṣyaṃ ca|| 
 46 Arthaśāstra: 15.1.73, yena śastraṃ ca śāstraṃ ca nandarājagatā ca bhūḥ| amarṣeṇoddhṛtāny āśu tena śāstram idaṃ 

kṛtam|| 
 47 The word uddhṛta, which I translate in three different ways (“raised,” “skimmed” and “tore”) for its three 

logical objects, is rendered with a single word in other translations, e.g. KANGLE 1963:597, “regenerated the 
science and the weapon and the earth;” TRAUTMANN 1971:14, “rescued the scriptures and the science of 
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three subjects associated with this action, śāstra (science, i.e. the pre-existing body of 

Arthaśāstra lore) would have been skimmed (selecting the best of it, as cream is skimmed 

off a vat of milk), and nandarājyagatā bhūḥ (the earth subject to Nanda rule) would have 

been rescued or torn away. What Kauṭilya did to what kind of śastra, “weapon” is rather 

vague,48 but I believe the word śastra refers to the prime minister’s office metonymically, 

meaning a ceremonial weapon (like a sceptre, but probably in fact a sword) held by the 

minister. In the Mudrārākṣasa the word is used repeatedly in such a sense, clearly meaning 

a physical object that is symbolic of the office.49 The author’s indignation could be a refer-

ence to yet another feature common in the later versions the legend: while the Purāṇas 

state no reason why Kauṭilya extirpated the Nandas,50 detailed later accounts say that the 

king or kings humiliated the brāhmaṇ, for which Kauṭilya swore to take revenge. In the 

light of the prominence of this element in many versions of the narrative,51 I believe that 

amarṣa is more likely to mean this indignation over an insult than a general “intolerance 

(of misrule).”52 

The identification of the destroyer of the Nandas with the author of the 

Arthaśāstra is also found elsewhere in the Arthaśāstra tradition. The Nītisāra of Kāmandaka 

(or Kāmandaki) is a work on polity that is certainly posterior to the Arthaśāstra, on which 

it draws heavily, and anterior to Daṇḍin (around 700 CE), who refers to it in his 

Daśakumāracarita.53 The most likely period of its composition is the early Gupta age, the 

late fourth or early fifth century CE (DIKSHITAR 1993:13).54 The introductory portion of the 

Kāmandakīya Nītisāra, immediately after giving obeisance to Śiva, pays his respects to the 

author of the Arthaśāstra and also refers to some elements of the legend: 

                                                        
weapons and the earth;” OLIVELLE 2013:36, “rescued the treatise and the weapon, as also the land.” MEYER 
(1926:xxiv) calls attention to the multiple meanings of uddhṛta as applicable to the different subjects of this 
sentence. 

 48 TRAUTMANN (1971:14) interprets it as “the science of weapons,” while KANGLE (1963:597) merely translates 
“weapon” and notes (ibid. 597n73) that “The uddhāra of śastra or weapon seems to refer to its ‘raising’ it for 
striking down enemies. It could hardly mean a resurrection of the science of fighting. Meyer would 
interpret śastra as ‘the prime minister’s office’ (from śas to rule)’. That does not appear possible.” (Note, 
however,  that in fact Meyer does not seem to derive śastra from √śas [nor from √śās, “to rule”], see note 49 
below.) 

 49 After MR 1.11, vṛṣalāpekṣayā śastraṃ dhārayāmi; after 3.30(83), yady asmatto garīyān rākṣaso ’vagamyate 
tadāsmākam idaṃ śastraṃ tasmai dīyatām; and several times in Act 7, where the actual śastra is handed over 
to Rākṣasa. MEYER (1926:891) also observes that śastra in this verse may perhaps mean the prime minister’s 
office on analogy with the use of the word in the Mudrārākṣasa, “Fast scheint es, als bedeute auch hier 
çastra ‘das Staatskanzleramt’ wie in Mudrā …” 

 50 It may be no accident that for the annihilation of the Nandas by Kauṭilya the Purāṇic list of dynasties uses 
the verb uddhariṣyati, from the same root and prefix, as the verse of the Arthaśāstra quoted in the previous 
note. 

 51 See page 145 for a discussion. 
 52 Note that Olivelle’s translation (cited in note 47 above) does use the English word “indignation,” but 

Olivelle does not discuss whether his choice of the word was motivated by thoughts similar to mine. 
 53 Daśakumāracarita ucchvāsa 1, kauṭilya-kāmandakīyādi-nīti-paṭala-kauśalaṃ. 
 54 See also page 87 for a possible link between the Kāmandakīya and Viśākhadatta’s plays. 
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Homage to that creator Viṣṇugupta whose fervour burns like lightning, the 
lightning bolt of whose sorcery toppled the majestic, well-joined mountain of 
Nanda all the way to its foundations; who, being comparable in power to the 
Spear(/power)-holding God, through the power of his cogitation(/magic) single-
handedly seized the earth for Candragupta the Moon among men; the glorious one 
who skimmed the ambrosia of the Science of Polity (nītiśāstra) from the ocean of 
Political Science (arthaśāstra).55 

This is probably the earliest unquestionable association of the name Viṣṇugupta 

with the author of the Arthaśāstra.56 It also includes a clear reference to the destruction of 

the Nandas and the elevation of Candragupta, as well as a hitherto unknown motif that 

will recur in many of the later versions: Kauṭilya’s use of sorcery (abhicāra, harmful magic). 

The Buddhist Tradition 

Stories about the beginning of the Maurya reign have been handed down in the 

tales and chronicles of the Buddhists,57 who remember Candragupta’s grandson Aśoka as 

a great patron of their dharma. The Milindapañha, probably composed between 100 BCE and 

200 CE, has just a passing reference to a soldier serving the Nanda rulers, participating in 

a bloody war against Candagutta, i.e. Candragupta.58 There is a concise description of the 

dethronement of the Nandas, very similar to the Purāṇic account, in the Mahāvaṃsa. This 

Shri Lankan Buddhist chronicle in Pāli verse was probably written in the 5th century CE by 

a monk named Mahānāma (MALALASEKERA 1958:131) and professes to be based on an earlier 

work (TRAUTMANN 1971:16).59 

The Mahāvaṃsa tells us a story identical in outline to those discussed previously: 

nine Nandas ruled one after the other for a total of twenty-two years. Thereafter a 

brāhmaṇ named Cāṇakka furiously killed Dhanananda, the ninth, and anointed 

Candagutta of the Moriya family of khattiyas as king of the entire earth.60 The Nandas are 

                                                        
 55 Nītisāra 1.4–6, yasyābhicāravajreṇa vajrajvalanatejasaḥ| papātāmūlataḥ śrīmāṇ suparvā nandaparvataḥ|| ekākī 

mantraśaktyā yaḥ śaktyā śaktidharopamaḥ| ājahāra nṛcandrāya candraguptāya medinīm|| nītiśāstrāmṛtaṃ śrīmān 
arthaśāstramahodadheḥ| ya uddadhre namas tasmai viṣṇuguptāya vedhase|| Note that the verb used to say he 
“skimmed” the ocean of arthaśāstra is the same as that in the colophon of the Arthaśāstra and the Purāṇas, 
see notes 46 and 50 above. 

 56 The Daśakumāracarita of Daṇḍin also says it was Viṣṇugupta who “summarised judicial science for the sake 
of Maurya” in a mere six thousand stanzas (Daśakumāracarita ucchvāsa 8, adhīṣva tāvad daṇḍanītim. iyam 
idānīm ācārya-viṣṇuguptena Mauryārthe ṣaḍbhiḥ ślokasahasraiḥ saṃkṣiptā.), but as already mentioned (see note 
53 above), Daṇḍin was certainly familiar with the Nītisāra and may be referring to it here. 

 57 For summaries of this tradition, see RUBEN 1956:168–169, TRAUTMANN 1971:11–20 and RAGHAVAN 1973:58–61. 
 58 Milindapañha 4.8.26, nandakulassa, bhante nāgasena, bhaddasālo nāma senāpatiputto ahosi, tena ca raññā 

candaguttena saṅgāme samupabbūḷho ahosi.  
 59 The chronicle ends with the reign of Mahāsena (in Shri Lanka), who probably died in the mid 4th century 

CE (GEIGER 1912:x, xxxviii). The earlier work may be the Dīpavaṃsa, an extant early chronicle (which is 
generally terser than the Mahāvaṃsa and has no information about the accession of Candragupta); but it is 
more likely that, as the commentary on the Mahāvaṃsa says, the original was an earlier Sīhalaṭṭhakathā-
Mahāvaṃsa, probably written in old Sinhalese prose mixed with Pāli verse (NORMAN 1983:117–118). 

 60 Mahāvaṃsa 5.15–17, nava nandā tato āsuṃ kameneva narādhipā| te pi dvāvīsa vassāni rajjaṃ samanusāsisuṃ|| 
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again nine in number, but the text does not specify their relation (if any) to the preceding 

dynasty of Śiśunāgas, nor does it tell how many generations the nine Nandas embraced. 

Though they clearly ruled one after another, the total span of twenty-two years implies at 

most two generations. The brāhmaṇ who kills Nanda is called Cāṇakka, unlike the Purāṇas 

and the Arthaśāstra tradition, where he is referred to by the name Kauṭilya. He is said to be 

furiously angry, which may (like his indignation in the Arthaśāstra) refer to a particular 

event that made him wroth at the Nandas.61 Finally, the text unequivocally says that Can-

dragupta was born in a kṣatriya family called Maurya, while the accounts studied so far tell 

us nothing of his origins. 

A later Buddhist source,62  the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa (or Mañjuśriyamūlakalpa), also 

contains an account of the dynastic history of India which includes the Nandas and the 

Mauryas and is set out, like the Purāṇic list of dynasties, in the form of a prophecy (spoken 

by the Buddha).63 Composed in hybrid Sanskrit and in a bad state of preservation, the text 

feels like an image viewed through frosted glass that almost, but not quite, makes sense.64 

In any case, the text does say that Nanda was the successor of a ruler named Śūrasena, that 

he died at the age of 66, and that he patronised famous brāhmaṇs such as Vararuci and 

Pāṇini.65 Cāṇakya is mentioned by name as the minister of Bindusāra (Candragupta’s son 

and successor, as confirmed by other sources). His anger was also murderous and effective 

in achieving his aims, and he was present through the reigns of three kings.66 

A separate section of this chapter tells about brāhmaṇs involved in politics. It de-

scribes one by the name of “Vi,” quite possibly an abbreviation for Viṣṇugupta, in much 

the same terms and seems to say that he was a poor man who out of humiliation and ava-

rice turned his deadly anger on a king.67 Another political brāhmaṇ immediately after “Vi” 

is the able and devoted counsellor “Sa,” 68  whom JAYASWAL (1934:77) identifies as 

Subandhu.69 

                                                        
moriyānaṃ khattiyānaṃ vaṃse jātaṃ sirīdharaṃ| candagutto ti paññātaṃ cāṇakko brāhmaṇo tato|| navamaṃ 
dhananandaṃ taṃ ghātetvā caṇḍakodhavā| sakale jambudīpasmiṃ rajje samabhisiñci so|| 

 61 There is of course no way to prove that it is not a “harmless” remark that he was a man of waspish temper. 
 62 The age of this text is uncertain, but as the dynastic list (comprising around 600 verses of chapter 53) stops 

in the second half of the eighth century, this particular part cannot predate that time, nor is it, in all 
probability, much later than that time (SANDERSON 2009:129n300). 

 63 Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa chapter 53, discussed in JAYASWAL 1934:14–17 and cited ibid. ३२–३५. 
 64 JAYASWAL (1934:14–17 and 76–77) attempts to reconstruct its purport but in my opinion supplies too much 

preconceived information. 
 65 See note 108 on page 112. 
 66 Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa 53.453cd–455, mantrī tasya rājñasya bindusārasya dhīmataḥ|| cāṇakya iti vikhyātaḥ 

krodhasiddhas tu mānavaḥ| yamāntako nāma vai krodhaḥ siddhas tasya ca durmateḥ|| tena krodhābhibhūtena 
prāṇino jīvitād dhatā| kṛtvā tu pāpakaṃ tīvraṃ trīṇi rājyāni vai tarā|| 

 67 Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa 53.963cd–964, tasyāpareṇa vikhyātaḥ vikārākhyo dvijas tathā|| pure puṣpasamākhyāte 
bhavitāsau krodhasiddhakaḥ| nigrahaṃ nṛpatiṣu cakre daridrāt paribhavāc ca vai|| (text as emended by 
Jayaswal), and 53.967, so hi māṇavako mūḍhaḥ daridraḥ krodhalobhitaḥ| āvarttayām āsa taṃ krodhaṃ nṛpateḥ 
prāṇoparodhinaḥ|| (prāṇoparodhinaḥ should probably be emended to prāṇoparodhinam, which would make 
the statement much more congruent with the context). 

 68 Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa 53.968, tasyāpareṇa vikhyātaḥ sakārākhyo dvijas tathā| mantrārthakuśalo yuktātmā|| (sic, the 
verse ends here). 

 69 See page 151ff. for a discussion of this man, mentioned in several other sources. 
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3. Cāṇakya 
The sketchy references in the early sources discussed in the previous chapter are 

largely silent about the motivation of Cāṇakya for installing Candragupta on the Nanda 

throne and contain no details at all about how the coup was accomplished. Cāṇakya’s iras-

cibility is mentioned in several traditions, and some of the references to it appear to imply 

that his anger or indignation was the cause the destruction of the Nandas. On the following 

pages I present two complete narratives containing plenty of detail about this event, both 

of which probably go back to very old oral tradition. 

The Ceylonese Buddhist Tradition 

The skeletal story of the Mahāvaṃsa is fleshed out by the commentary called 

Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā or Vaṃsatthappakāsinī, the date of which is very uncertain.70 One thing that 

is quite certain about it is that its author still had access to one of Mahānāma’s most im-

portant sources, the long lost chronicle of the Mahāvihāra monastery of Anurādhapura 

written in Sinhalese, known as the Sīhalaṭṭhakathā or simply “the” Aṭṭhakathā71 (MALALA-

SEKERA 1958:132–134). The anonymous author of the Ṭīkā also knew the Aṭṭhakathā of the 

island’s other major monastery, Uttaravihāra, and said that it told the story of Candra-

gupta at greater length, differing in some details from the version in the Mahāvihāra’s 

Aṭṭhakathā (TRAUTMANN 1971:19). A version of the Mahāvaṃsa preserved in Cambodia 

(considerably more verbose than the Ceylonese one) was written by a monk named 

Moggallāna, who probably lived in Shri Lanka in the 12th century. His text shows signs of 

being based on a Sinhalese original, which may have been the same as that used by the 

author of the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā (NORMAN 1983:140). 

Cāṇakya’s Revenge: Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā 

The nine Nandas of the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā are brothers born in a village on the out-

skirts of the empire.72 The eldest is captured by bandits,73 in time becomes their leader, 

recruits his brothers, and they eventually sack Pāṭaliputra and become its kings, ruling 

one after the other by seniority.74 The youngest, Dhanananda, receives his name (“Money 

                                                        
 70 Estimates vary from the 6th or 7th century CE to the 13th century (TRAUTMANN 1971:16), with the 8th or 9th 

century being most likely (MALALASEKERA 1958:141). 
 71 The term aṭṭhakathā, “telling of the meaning” is the genre name for all manner of texts commenting and 

expanding on canonical texts. 
 72 TRAUTMANN 1971:11. RAGHAVAN 1973:58 says the Nandas of the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā were nine of the ten sons of 

Kālāśoka (a Śiśunāga ruler), but this is clearly either a misunderstanding or an attempt to rationalise the 
account of the Mahāvaṃsa, according to which (5.14) Kālāśoka’s ten sons ruled for a total of 22 years, and 
(5.15) after them the nine Nandas also ruled for a total of 22 years. 

 73 The bandits carry him to the land of Malaya. It is not likely that this name means the far south and may 
perhaps refer to the north-western ancestral home of the Mālava people (see page 59ff). 

 74 The Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā (chapter 5, p. 143 l. 11–13) makes it a point to explain the Mahāvaṃsa’s expression 
kameneva (see note 60 on page 102) as vuḍḍhapaṭipāṭiyā eva. 
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Joy”) because he avariciously accumulates huge wealth. Cāṇakka is said to be an exceed-

ingly ugly brāhmaṇ of Takkasilā (Takṣaśilā, i.e. Taxila in the north of modern Pakistan). 

After his father’s premature death he supports his mother on his own. One day the mother 

comes to him weeping, because she has heard a prophecy that Cāṇakka’s teeth are a sign 

that he is destined to be a king, and kings have no affection for anybody. Cāṇakka therefore 

breaks out his own teeth (further enhancing his ugliness) in an attempt to alter his fate. 

As an adult he comes to Pupphapura (Puṣpapura, i.e. Pāṭaliputra) because King 

Dhanananda has overcome his avarice and become a liberal donor, constructing an alms 

house where each day he hands out gifts to learned brāhmaṇs.75 However, when the king 

sees the hideous newcomer, he orders him cast out in spite of the cautions of the official 

in charge of alms that this should not be done. Cāṇakka thereupon breaks his sacred thread 

and smashes his drinking pot, cursing the king to find no welfare anywhere up to the four 

corners of the world.76  

The humiliated Cāṇakka takes on the guise of an ājīvaka ascetic, which allows him 

to remain unnoticed on the palace grounds even though the king sends men to arrest him. 

He gains the confidence of Pabbata, the prince and heir to the throne, promises to make 

him king,77 and goes with him to the wilderness of the Viñjhā (Vindhya) mountains. He 

multiplies money, presumably by magic, then decides to look for a candidate more worthy 

of kingship than Pabbata. Thus he comes upon a promising lad called Candagutta, son of 

the chief of the Moriya clan.78 He gives both his disciples an amulet to wear around their 

necks on a tight woollen thread, and to test their problem-solving abilities, he tasks first 

Pabbata, then Candagutta to remove the other boy’s amulet without cutting the thread. 

The former fails do so, but Candagutta absolves the task by beheading Pabbata. After seven 

years of training, Cāṇakka and Candagutta begin a campaign against Pāṭaliputra, but are 

repelled. In their wanderings they meet a village woman whose son eats the middle of a 

cake, throws away the edges, and asks for another. She scolds him, saying he acts like 

Candragupta, who in trying to capture the kingdom neglects the outlying provinces and 

                                                        
 75 According to CHATTERJEE (1945:592n9), Cāṇakya vanquishes the official in charge of distributing alms in a 

scholarly debate and thereby takes over his position. This additional information perhaps comes from the 
Cambodian Mahāvaṃsa, to which he refers here along with the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā.  

 76 Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā chapter 5, p. 146 l. 1–3, imāya ca cāturantāya paṭhaviyā nandino vaḍḍhi nāma mā hotū ti 
abhisapitvā. TRAUTMANN (1971:20) points out the inconsistency that the king is named Nandin here, but 
(Dhana)nanda everywhere else in this account, implying that the curse may have been expropriated from a 
different account of the story. CHATTERJEE (1945:594) remarks that this outburst of anger and the ensuing 
curse are also described in the Cambodian Mahāvaṃsa. 

 77 Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā chapter 5, p. 146 l. 10–12, tassiṃ eva ṭhāne vasantassa rājaputtassa pabbatassa nāma kumārassa 
… and rājakumāraṃ disvā taṃ hatthagataṃ katvā rajjena taṃ upalāletvā tena vissattho hutvā. It is a bit baffling 
why the heir apparent would go to the wilderness with a deranged ascetic for a promise of kingship, which 
is after all his due to begin with. This is clearly a glitch in the story; see page 150 for a discussion of 
Pabbata. 

 78 The actual narrative is more complex. Here and throughout this chapter, I simplify stories by omitting 
episodes that are neither relevant to the Mudrārākṣasa nor recurrent in several versions of the tale. 
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goes only for the centre.79 Drawing a lesson from this, Cāṇakya and Candragupta conquer 

the land starting with the outer marches, and finally vanquish and kill Dhanananda. 

After Candragupta’s coronation the new king charges a dreadlock-wearing (jaṭila) 

ascetic called Paṇiyatappa to eliminate robbers, which he accomplishes successfully. 

Cāṇakya adds minutely increasing doses of poison to Candragupta’s food to render him 

immune, but one day the pregnant chief queen (said to be the daughter of Candragupta’s 

maternal uncle) also eats some of his food and dies. Cāṇakya performs a Caesarean section 

on her and places the nearly mature foetus in the belly of a freshly slaughtered goat, 

changing goats day after day until the baby is ready to survive. Droplets (bindu) of goat’s 

blood remain on his skin, thus providing an explanation for his name, Bindusāra. 

The Para-Canonical Jaina Tradition 

Jaina literature80 also preserves versions of the story of Cāṇakya and Candragupta, 

in the form of didactic tales. Some of these form part of hagiologies included in the corpus 

of nijjuttis and cuṇṇis attached to canonical Śvetāmbara scripture.81 The para-canonical ta-

les of Cāṇakya (here said to be a follower of Jainism) were presumably handed down 

through generations of oral storytellers (CHATTERJEE 1945:607) and probably first commit-

ted to writing in the nijjutti to the Āvassaya-sutta (in Sanskrit: Āvaśyaka-sūtra), the second 

mūlasutta of the Śvetāmbara canon, at a time no later than the second century CE (JACOBI 

1932:vi). The nijjutti itself, however, contains only allusions to most stories, the details of 

which are supposed to be filled in by the teacher from memory.82 

Subsequent commentarial works on the Āvassaya-sutta and the Uttarajjhayana-

sutta (the first Śvetāmbara mūlasutta; in Sanskrit: Uttarādhyayana-sūtra) contain more de-

tailed versions. Among these, the earliest source containing the relevant story is the 

Āvassaya-cuṇṇi of Jinadāsa from the sixth century (KOCH 1992:223). Others include a retell-

ing by Haribhadra of the eighth century in his ṭīkā on the Āvassaya-sutta, and another in 

Prakrit by the eleventh-century Devendragaṇin in the Sukhabodhā, a ṭīkā on the 

                                                        
 79 Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā chapter 5, p. 148 l. 19–24, ayaṃ dārako candaguttassa rajjagahaṇaṃ viya karotīti … tvaṃ tāta 

pūvassa antaṃ pahāya majjham eva khādasi candagutto pi rajjaṃ icchanto paccantato paṭṭhāya gāmaghātakamma 
katvā antojanapadaṃ pavisitvā gāmaṃ haññati. 

 80 For detailed summaries see especially CHATTERJEE 1945; also RUBEN 1956:163–167, TRAUTMANN 1971:21–30 and 
RAGHAVAN 1973:62–66. A summary of the relevant sections of the Pariśiṣṭaparvan, almost as verbose as the 
original, can be found in JACOBI 1932:lxiii–lxxx. Excerpts in Hungarian translation have been collected in 
WOJTILLA 2012:36, 54. 

 81 In Jaina scripture, a nijjutti (Sanskrit niryukti) means a concise versified supplement to a canonical sutta 
(sūtra), a cuṇṇi (cūrṇi) is a detailed commentary on a sutta or a nijjutti, while a ṭīkā is a very verbose versified 
sub-commentary on a nijjutti that often uses material from cuṇṇis (JACOBI 1932:vi-vii; CHATTERJEE 1945:607). 

 82 The reference relevant to the present discussion is in Āvassaya-nijjutti 950 (verses numbered as in 
Haribhadra), khavage amaccaputte, cāṇakke ceva, thūlabhadde a| nāsikkasundarīnande vaire pariṇāmiā buddhī|| 
(cited and discussed by KOCH 1992:228–229). This is part of a list of catchwords for recalling (a total of 22) 
stories that illustrate pariṇāmiā buddhī (Sanskrit pāriṇāmikī buddhi, “cognition resulting from right 
deduction”), twelfth among which stories is that of Cāṇakka. See also METTE 1983 (especially p. 143) for a 
discussion of how these stories integrate into the Āvassaya tradition. 
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Uttarajjhayana-sutta.83 Written for the most part in very short, often elliptical sentences, 

all these versions resemble notes for the use of a storyteller rather than actual stories. A 

fully detailed literary version of the tale of Cāṇakya, as well as another story relevant to 

our discussion, was written about 1165 CE in Sanskrit by the scholar Hemacandra in his 

Sthavirāvalīcarita or Pariśiṣṭaparvan, an appendix to his hagiographic work the Triṣaṣṭi-

śalākāpuruṣacarita.84 

Cāṇakya’s Revenge: Jaina Literature 

The tale of Cāṇakya’s humiliation, vow and revenge—without any preamble about 

the origin of the Nandas—is told in nearly identical form in the Āvassaya-cuṇṇi of Jinadāsa, 

the Āvassaya-ṭīkā of Haribhadra and the Uttarajjhayaṇa-ṭīkā of Devendragaṇin. 85  The 

Pariśiṣṭaparvan also recounts the tale, putting it immediately after a story to which we shall 

return shortly.86 

In these accounts, Cāṇakya is the son of a man called Caṇi(n), from a village named 

Caṇaka (Caṇaya, Caṇiya) in a region called Golla. He was born with teeth, which wise 

monks interpreted to mean that he was destined to be a king. His father (another devout 

Jaina) broke all his teeth out, seeing kingship as just an obstacle to spiritual progress.87 The 

monks, however, informed him that this did not nullify the prophecy, only changed it so 

that now he would rule from behind the scenes.88 Cāṇakya grows up and marries a poor 

but respectable brāhmaṇ girl, who once becomes very dejected because of their poverty. 

Her husband decides to go to Pāṭaliputra to beg some money from Nanda, because he had 

heard that the king was very generous to brāhmaṇs. 

                                                        
 83 CHATTERJEE 1945:608. Chatterjee (ibid.) also notes that Devendragaṇin’s account is mainly based on the 

Āvassaya-cuṇṇi, ignoring the work of Haribhadra and thus probably representing an attempt to reproduce 
an original version of the traditional narrative. The section of Devendragaṇin’s Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā relevant 
to the story of Candragupta is printed in JACOBI 1932:336–341. KOCH 1992:260–271 prints a side by side 
edition of the relevant sections of the Āvassaya-cuṇṇi (of Jinadāsa) and the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā (of 
Haribhadra), showing that the two are indeed almost verbatim identical, and where there are differences, 
the cuṇṇi is generally superior (KOCH 1992:223). 

 84 According to CHATTERJEE (1945:608), Hemacandra’s narrative is based largely on that of Haribhadra. 
 85 Āvassaya-cuṇṇi 1.563.1–1.565.10 and Āvassaya-ṭīkā 1.433a.4–435b.2 (KOCH 1992:260–268); Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā 

3.1 (JACOBI 1932:336–342). 
 86 See page 114. 
 87 The same prophecy in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā (page 104 above) was also connected to his teeth, but (as 

TRAUTMANN 1971:20, 25 points out) the episode is more coherent in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan. 
 88 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.199, bhāvy eṣa bimbāntarito rājā radanagharṣaṇāt; Āvassaya-cuṇṇi, ettāhe vi biṃbaṃtario rāyā 

bhavissaï tti (the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā and the Āvassaya-ṭīkā differ negligibly here and at all other points 
where I cite the cuṇṇi, unless otherwise noted). KOCH (1992:261) renders the term bimbāntarito 
rājā/biṃbaṃtario rāyā as “monarch without an image,” JACOBI (1932:lxxii) and CHATTERJEE (1945:591) as 
ruling “by proxy.” Though antarita could with some stretch mean “bereft of,” I disagree with Koch and take 
this to mean that Cāṇakya would be hidden behind another image. This other image is logically that of 
Candragupta (hence the translation “by proxy”), but could also refer to any image or representation and 
may perhaps be a theatrical metaphor, hence my use of “behind the scenes.” 
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When he enters the palace, he sits down at the foremost seat,89 which happens to 

be reserved for the ruler. Nanda enters with his son,90 who feels that a brāhmaṇ sitting in 

the foremost seat is an insult to the king’s dignity.91 A servant girl very politely shows 

Cāṇakya the second best seat, on which he puts his water pot (without rising from the 

first). He is shown further seats and continues putting various brāhmaṇic accoutrements 

on them, until after the occupation of the fifth seat the servant girl runs out of patience 

and kicks him in the posterior. Cāṇakya bursts out in anger, promising to destroy Nanda 

along with his treasures, courtiers, friends, sons and armies.92 

After his humiliation at Nanda’s court and his vow to destroy the king, Cāṇakya 

leaves the city. Recalling the prophecy that he would rule from behind the scenes, he be-

gins to search for a candidate, procures some gold on the way,93 and in his wanderings 

comes across Candragupta, a village youth playing that he is the king of the other chil-

dren.94 A while later they attempt to storm Pāṭaliputra but fail miserably. While hiding 

from persecution by Nanda and begging for food in a village, they see a child trying to eat 

from the middle of a bowl of hot gruel and scalding his fingers. “You know nothing, like 

Cāṇakya,” his mother says,95 and when the brāhmaṇ inquires why his name has become 

proverbial for ignorance, she tells him that kingdoms and bowls of gruel alike should be 

attacked from the edge inward.96 

                                                        
 89 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.216, agre datteṣv āsaneṣu niṣasādādimāsane. 
 90 Not named in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan but apparently called Siddhaputta in all three commentarial sources. KOCH 

(1992:261) translates this as “with a Siddhaputra,” which seems to imply that this is some sort of 
supernatural being. There is, however, no other indication of this in the story (while Hemacandra’s version 
unambiguously talks about Nanda’s son), so I am more inclined to read the word as a name.  

 91 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.218, brāhmaṇo niṣasādaiṣa cchāyām ākramya bhūpateḥ; Āvassaya-cuṇṇi, esa baṃbhaṇo 
ṇandavaṃsassa chāyaṃ akkamiūṇa ṭhito. KOCH (1992:261) translates the latter as “This Brahmin, although he 
stepped in the shadow of Nanda, he does not move,” while TRAUTMANN (1971:25) comments on the former 
that Cāṇakya first steps on the king’s shadow, then insults him further by occupying his seat. On my part, I 
am convinced that there was no actual stepping on any shadow (Cāṇakya had, after all, sat down before the 
king’s entry), and chāyām ā-√kram is an idiom meaning “insult the dignity of.” Note in support of this that 
in the Āvassaya-cuṇṇi he “steps on the shadow” of the entire dynasty, which could hardly be meant 
literally. 

 92 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.225, sakośabhṛtyaṃ sasuhṛtputraṃ sabalavāhanam| nandam unmūlayiṣyāmi mahāvāyur iva 
drumam|| A very similar vow expressed in a more elaborate metaphor (notably in Sanskrit, though the 
surrounding text is Apabhraṃśa) is also found in all three of the commentarial sources studied: kośena 
bhṛtyaiś ca nibaddhamūlaṃ putraiś ca mitraiś ca vivṛddhaśākham| utpāṭya nandaṃ parivartayāmi mahādrumaṃ 
vāyur ivogravegaḥ|| 

 93 According to Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.253, by means of dhātuvāda, which may mean knowledge of ores or alchemy. 
In the commentarial tradition he prosaically looks for deposits in holes (mines?) (Āvassaya-cuṇṇi: cāṇakko 
ya dhāubilāṇi maggaï). 

 94 I abridge the story quite drastically, concentrating on elements relevant to the present inquiry. See JACOBI 
1932:lxxiii–lxxx and KOCH 1992:262–265 for details. The village is called Mayūrapoṣaka, “peacock 
nourisher” or inhabited by mayūrapoṣakas, “peacock tenders,” providing a “popular etymology” for the 
dynastic name Maurya.  

 95 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.293, na kiṃcid api jānāsi cāṇakya iva bālaka. In earthy Apabhraṃśa, the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā 
gives a more credible rendering of a village woman: cāṇakkamaṃgula! bhottuṃ pi na yāṇasi? (The Āvassaya 
commentaries lack the question and may be corrupt as regards the expletive. I take maṅgula to mean 
something along the lines of “moron,” possibly related to Sanskrit maṅku, “shaking.”) 

 96 Like the prophecy of the teeth, this episode is also more coherent here than in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā. 
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Accordingly, Cāṇakya and Candragupta go to the Himalayas and there make alli-

ance with a king called Parvataka, offering him half the kingdom for military aid.97 They 

conquer the realm from the edge inward and, after further adventures, finally occupy 

Pāṭaliputra. They allow Nanda to leave unscathed with his family and as much wealth as a 

cart can carry, but as they depart, his daughter glimpses Candragupta, falls in love with 

him and they marry. Another marriage has rather more macabre consequences. The con-

querors find in Nanda’s palace a beautiful girl who had been fed on poison.98 Parvataka 

falls in love with her and Cāṇakya consents to their marriage. When they hold hands at 

the ceremony, Parvataka is sickened by the poison in the sweat of her palm and cries out 

for help. Candragupta rushes to try and save him, but Cāṇakya prevents him from doing 

so, warning him that Parvataka is a dangerous rival whose death would be salutary.99 

After Candragupta’s enthronement100 some men faithful to Nanda turn to ban-

ditry. One day Cāṇakya meets a man who sets fire to ant heaps because an ant has bitten 

his son. Cāṇakya, thinking he has found the man with the right mindset, charges him to 

exterminate the bandits, which he soon accomplishes. The commentaries to the Āvassaya 

and the Uttarajjhayaṇa have no further episodes pertinent to the Mudrārākṣasa story, but 

the Pariśiṣṭaparvan has two more. To protect Candragupta against assassination, Cāṇakya 

starts feeding the king increasing doses of poison to increase his tolerance. The story pro-

ceeds as in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā, except that the boy’s name is explained by a drop of poison 

that has reached his head. After Bindusāra’s coronation Cāṇakya appoints a talented man 

named Subandhu to help him manage the affairs of the kingdom. The ungrateful 

Subandhu, scheming to become the sole minister, tells Bindusāra that Cāṇakya killed his 

mother. The young king becomes inimical to Cāṇakya, but the latter decides that he is 

weary of worldly affairs anyway and prepares to commit ritual suicide by starving himself 

to death. Meanwhile, Bindusāra finds out that the charge of murder had not been quite 

true and turns his enmity on Subandhu. The latter offers to appease Cāṇakya and goes to 

                                                        
 97 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.297–299, cāṇakyo himavatkūṭaṃ tato ’gāt sanniveśanam|| tatra parvatakākhyena nṛpeṇa saha 

sauhṛdam| candraguptaguruś cakre tatsāhāyakakāmyayā|| tam anyad oce cāṇakyo nandam unmūlya pārthivam| 
tadrājyaṃ saṃvibhajyāvāṃ gṛhṇīva bhrātarāv iva|| and Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā: gatā himavaṃtakūḍaṃ. tattha pavvao 
rāyā. teṇa samaṃ mettī kayā. bhaṇaï. naṃdarajjaṃ samaṃ sameṇaṃ vibhaṃjayāmo. paḍivaṇṇaṃ teṇa. (The two 
Āvassaya commentaries say largely the same as this, but omit a few words making the story harder to 
reconstruct. Both spell the mountain king’s name pavvaïo, but the variant Pavvataga/Pavvayaga is also 
used later on in all three commentarial works.) 

 98 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.328, tatrābhūt kanyakā caikā sarvasvam iva rakṣitā| nandabhūpatir ājanma tām upājījivad viṣam|| 
The commentarial tradition is extremely terse, e.g. Āvassaya-cuṇṇi: egā kannagā visabhāviyā. tattha 
pavvatagassa icchā. sā tassa diṇṇā. 

 99 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.335–336, kuru maunam apekṣasva svasti te syād amuṃ vinā|| ardharājyaharaṃ mitraṃ yo na 
hanyāt sa hanyate|. Āvassaya-cuṇṇi: candagutto ruṃbhāmi tti vavasito. cāṇakkeṇa bhiguḍī ṇiyatto. do rajjāṇi tassa 
jātāṇi. Interestingly, the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā (but not the cuṇṇi or ṭīkā of the Āvassaya-ṇijjutti) adds a verse in 
Sanskrit at this point (spoken by Cāṇakya), which is echoed in Hemacandra’s text cited at the beginning of 
this note: tulyārthaṃ tulyasāmarthyaṃ marmajñaṃ vyavasāyinam| ardharājyaharaṃ bhṛtyaṃ yo na hanyāt sa 
hanyate|| See note 179 on page 127 for more about this stanza. 

 100 The commentarial sources tell of several events in Candragupta’s reign, and the Pariśiṣṭaparvan narrates 
even more. I omit all that have no connection to the Mudrārākṣasa story. 
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visit him, but secretly sets fire to the place where he awaits death. Finally, in canto 9 of 

the Pariśiṣṭaparvan, it turns out that Cāṇakya had laid a last trap for Subandhu. While look-

ing for treasure among the deceased minister’s possessions, Subandhu inhales a special 

perfume, then finds a letter informing him that whoever has inhaled this scent must be-

come an ascetic or die and reluctantly retires from worldly affairs. 

From Candragupta’s Coup to Cāṇakya’s Revenge 

While the elements of the core story of Cāṇakya (an astute politician of grumpy 

nature boosting a new king to the throne) are consistently found in the concise early ver-

sions and have a ring of plausibility to them that may even signify that they are very close 

to factual history, the above stories of Cāṇakya’s revenge seem to be made of the stuff of 

tales: they make a captivating anecdote rather than plausible history. The idea that the 

whole coup was achieved by the manipulations of a political genius in whose hands the 

upstart king was a mere puppet sounds a tad unlikely,101 while the suggestion that the sole 

motivation for this world-shaking deed was retribution for a trivial insult is closer to pre-

posterous. Nonetheless, the humiliation and the revenge are worked out in depth in both 

the Jaina and the Buddhist tale. The account of the former is remarkably similar in these 

two traditions, while the story of the war and its aftermath agrees on a few points and 

diverges on others. What they do have in common is that they seek to offer an answer to 

the questions left open in the core story: why did Cāṇakya do all this and how did he do it? 

Now it is of course impossible to prove that none of these “why and how” stories are rooted 

in historical fact, yet I contend that other tales about enmity between kings and brāhmaṇ 

ministers had a serious influence on the evolution of Cāṇakya’s tale. The following chapter 

will examine such tales in detail. 

                                                        
 101 BRONKHORST (2011) further points out that whereas the Maurya dynasty was by all appearances associated 

with Jainism, Ājīvikism and Buddhism, there is no evidence that any its rulers had any interest in 
Brāhmaṇism. The legend that has a brāhmaṇ minister raising Candragupta to kingship was therefore likely 
invented for propagandistic purposes: “Future rulers who heard it were reminded of the importance of 
finding a suitable Brahmanical counsellor” (ibid. 113). 
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4. Śakaṭāla 

The Kathā Tradition 

A great cycle of tales about King Nanda was evidently widely known in India in 

the first millennium CE.102 These legends probably grew up around a genuine historical 

ruler who unified Magadha, vanquishing countless minor princes and amassing a fabulous 

fortune,103 yet the stories naturally grew in the telling and incorporated events and char-

acters from other popular stories. One set of the Nanda stories tells of a particularly bright 

minister who solves all manner of intriguing riddles (the riddle, called prahelikā or 

pravahlikā in Sanskrit, being a particularly favoured subset of the tale genre). And one par-

ticular story about this minister describes his conflict with the king, who is in fact an im-

postor masquerading as the true king. At the first glance, these have little to do with the 

antecedents of the Mudrārākṣasa, but as we shall see in good time, the two intertwine in 

ever more convoluted ways. 

The problem-solving minister of Nanda is called Śakaṭāla (or Śakaṭāra) in many 

versions of the tale, and also appears in stories with no connection at all to Candragupta, 

for example in the Śukasaptati.104 Among texts that do contain a version of the relevant 

narrative, the earliest that can be dated with some certainty is the Avantisundarīkathā or 

Avantisundarī (involving a minister named Āryaka instead of Śakaṭāla). The Avantisundarī 

was composed in all probability by Daṇḍin, a poet of the late seventh or early eighth cen-

tury who worked in the Pallava court of Kāñcīpuram in the far south. This ramifying tale 

survives only in fragments and later abridged retellings,105 and the better-known (and bet-

ter preserved, though also obviously incomplete) Daśakumāracarita is probably also a frag-

ment of the Avantisundarī.106 

                                                        
 102 See WARDER 1992:60–100 for an overview. 
 103 The immense richness of the Nandas is mentioned in passing in the Mudrārākṣasa too: MR 3.27(80) describes 

them as navanavatiśatadravyakoṭīśvarās, “masters of ninety-nine hundred crores of wealth.” Compare Kathā-
saritsāgara 1.4.95: navādhikāyā navateḥ koṭīnām adhipo hi saḥ. 

 104 Śukasaptati (textus simplicior) tale 48, pāṭalīpurapaṭṭane sārvabhaumo nando nāma rājabhūt. śakaṭālas tasya 
nṛpateḥ sacivāgraṇīr abhavat. Note that this particular tale of the Śukasaptati is connected to the Mudrā-
rākṣasa by another thread too, see note 130 on page 193. 

 105 A short transcreation in Telugu by Ketana, written around 1250 CE, and an (incomplete) summary in 
Sanskrit verse of uncertain provenance, the Avantisundarīkathāsāra (ONIANS 2005:25). 

 106 ONIANS 2005:24–26, WARDER 1983:166–167; however, LIENHARD 1984:234–235 disagrees and considers the 
Avantisundarī to be the work of a “relatively late” poet, possibly also called Daṇḍin. 
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The False Nanda: Avantisundarī 

The Avantisundarī gives a very concise account, beautiful in its simplicity, of the 

exceedingly popular story of the false Nanda. The relevant part107 begins with three tal-

ented brāhmaṇs called Vararuci, Vyāḍi and Indradatta,108 whose teacher asks them for 

some gold as his fee for imparting knowledge on them. However, King Mahāpadma109 has 

hoarded up practically all the gold in the world, so the three graduates decide to petition 

him for some. Precisely at this time Mahāpadma manages to scrounge the last piece of gold 

left outside his treasury (having offered his daughter in exchange for it), and dies of ex-

citement. To salvage the situation, Indradatta performs magic (yoga) to take possession of 

the dead king’s body,110 pretends a miraculous recovery, and then gives Vararuci the gold 

they need. However, the problem-solving minister Āryaka realises what has happened and 

orders the abandoned body of Indradatta burned.111 

The Jaina Ārādhanā Literature 

Another relevant segment of kathā literature belongs to a Jaina stream of tradi-

tion distinct from the scriptural commentaries examined above. This tradition is repre-

sented by collections of tales of which the earliest and perhaps most important is the San-

skrit Bṛhatkathākośa112 of Hariṣeṇa, completed in 931 CE (CHATTERJEE 1945:608). These tales 

are associated with the Bhagavatī Ārādhanā or Mūlārādhanā,113 a text in Prakrit verse that is 

not canonical, but the fact that it is preserved both in the Śvetāmbara and the Digambara 

schools attests its antiquity (WARDER 1992:235). Its verses deal with the process of prepara-

tion for death, and are meant to be illustrated by a large number of anecdotes which may 

once have formed part of written commentaries now lost. The Bṛhatkathākośa (also called 

Ārādhanākathākośa) is a collection of these tales without the actual commentary, but a sim-

ilar collection, the Apabhraṃśa Kahakosu of Śrīcandra (11th century or later) refers each 

                                                        
 107 Avantisundarī p. 182–183; the antecedents are told on pp. 179ff. 
 108 Vararuci is identified here and elsewhere with Kātyāyana, the author of an elaboration (vārttika) of Pāṇini’s 

grammar. A great Prakrit grammar is also attributed to him. The name Vyāḍi is also attested elsewhere as 
that of a grammarian (TRAUTMANN 1971:35). In the Kashmiri version of this story (for which see page 119) 
Pāṇini himself appears too, as a stupid classmate of Vararuci, who receives divine knowledge of 
grammatics through Śiva’s grace. 

 109 Actually the divine treasurer of Kuvera, incarnated as the son of the previous king, Mahānandin. 
 110 The Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā also has a similar story, but here it is Candragupta’s dead body that is reanimated by a 

yakṣa. 
 111 There are lacunae in the text of the Avantisundarī around here, and the account is rather laconic to begin 

with. From other versions of the story (see page 119) it is clear that the minister believes any king to be 
better than no king at all and wants to keep the pretender on the throne until the true king’s heir comes of 
age. 

 112 Note that the Bṛhatkathākośa is not (directly) related to the Bṛhatkathā (for which see page 118): it is a bṛhat-
kathākośa, a “great inventory of tales,” not a Bṛhatkathā-kośa, an “inventory of the Great Tale.” 

 113 The author of the Mūlārādhanā was Śivakoṭi, who may have lived in the first century CE and claims to rely 
on an older and more voluminous text (SONI 2014:1–2). 



 Chapter 4. Śakaṭāla 113 

tale to a particular verse of the Mūlārādhanā (ibid.).114 Some of these tales were also pre-

served in an old (perhaps early 10th-century, ibid. 236) Kannaḍa text, the Vaḍḍārādhane.115 

Śakaṭāla Forgets His Revenge: Bṛhatkathākośa 157 

Chapter 157 of the Bṛhatkathākośa tells a tale about the “zombie Nanda” very sim-

ilar to that of the Avantisundarī. Here four brāhmaṇs (called Vararuci, Namuci, Bṛhaspati 

and Indradatta) come to king Nanda (he has no other name) to beg for a thousand cows all 

of the same colour to give to their teacher as his fee. Arriving at court, they find Nanda 

dead (for no other reason than that his time was up116), so Namuci (not Indradatta) by es-

oteric knowledge (vidyā) takes possession of his body and gives the required cows to his 

comrades. Their teacher, when he learns how they came by the cows, curses them, but for 

the time being they remain alive and well, the other three serving Namuci in the body of 

“Yogānanda.”117 There is no mention of the burning of the abandoned body; however, 

Śakaṭāla (appearing without any introduction) tries to get the fake king drunk in hopes 

that he will inadvertently reveal himself as an impostor.118 For his efforts, he gets impris-

oned along with his hundred sons and given meagre rations to subsist on.119 

Later on the king pardons Śakaṭāla because he needs his help solving a legal prob-

lem, and Śakaṭāla bides his time acting friendly but waiting for an opportunity to take 

revenge.120 Interestingly, his retribution never materialises in this story which is, after all, 

a didactic Jaina tale about mental preparation for death, not revenge. Later on, Śakaṭāla 

insinuates to the king that Vararuci is cuckolding him, whereupon Vararuci goes into hid-

ing with the help of some servants, who kill another man in his stead. He is, however, 

restored to his position when his help is needed in solving a riddle involving the false 

Nanda’s son Sunanda, who in the company of a bear climbs a tree to escape from a tiger, 

and at night throws the sleeping bear down to the lion in to buy his own life. 

                                                        
 114 CHATTERJEE (1945:608–609) notes two further collections, the Ārādhanākathākośa of Nemidatta, composed in 

the 16th century in Sanskrit, and the Prakrit (Apabhraṃśa) Ārādhanāsatkathāprabandha of Prabhācandra 
written sometime in the intervening period. 

 115 See UPAHDYE 1943:63–72 for a detailed discussion of the Vaḍḍārādhane and further references. 
 116 Bṛhatkathākośa 157.30, kālagocaratāṃ prāpto. 
 117 Obviously a mistake for Yogananda, see page 119. 
 118 At least that is the best sense I can make of the text: Bṛhatkathākośa 157.40, evaṃ hi tiṣṭhatāṃ teṣāṃ madyaṃ 

doṣāvahaṃ nṛṇām| yogānandaparīkṣārthaṃ śakaṭālena pāyitaḥ|| (yogānandaparīkṣārthaṃ should probably be 
emended to yoganandaḥ parīkṣārthaṃ). WARDER (1992:45) merely says, “Śakaṭāla tried to investigate.” 

 119 The details of his prison sentence are again vague and corrupt. Bṛhatkathākośa 157.41, nandenāpi ca ruṣṭena 
śarāvaṃ bhaktipūritam| evaṃ dine dine sārdhaṃ kāṃjikena prayacchatā|| ghanāndhakārasaṃyukte cāṇḍakāre 
bhayānake| śatena saha putrāṇāṃ śakaṭālo nidhāpitaḥ|| Upadhye proposes emending cāṇḍakāre to caṇḍāgāre, 
but in view of the other versions of the story (see note 125 below and note 132 on page 116), I believe 
cāndhakūpe would be more likely even if it involves more invasive surgery. The word bhakti should also be 
emended to bhakta; (again see note 132 for a parallel). 

 120 Bṛhatkathākośa 157.49, nandopari ruṣaṃ dhṛtvā chidrānveṣī divāniśam| bhasmagūḍhāgnivat tasthau śakaṭālaḥ 
priyaṃvadaḥ|| 
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Near the end of the account a saint called Mahāpadmasūri121 visits Pāṭaliputra, 

and under his influence Śakaṭāla becomes a Jaina ascetic. Vararuci, who still harbours hate 

for Śakaṭāla, devises a trick to bring Śakaṭāla into the palace to beg for food. The minister-

turned-mendicant eats and leaves, whereupon Vararuci tells the king that Śakaṭāla has 

entered the palace and under pretext of begging, he has slept with the queens.122 The en-

raged (false) Nanda orders Śakaṭāla’s death, and when the latter hears of the sentence, he 

commits Jaina ritual suicide.123 Nanda is overcome with regret on learning that Śakaṭāla 

had been faultless, and converts to Jainism.  

Feuding Ministers: Pariśiṣṭaparvan 7 and 8 

The Pariśiṣṭaparvan of Hemacandra also contains stories about Nanda’s ministers. 

In Canto 7 the first of the Nandas (called simply Nanda) is a commoner of despicable ori-

gins: the son of a courtesan by a barber. He has a dream which his guru interprets to mean 

that he will become king, and when King Udāyin dies without a successor, the royal insig-

nia miraculously pay homage to him, marking him out for kingship. An exceedingly clever 

young man called Kalpaka becomes his minister. An anonymous former councillor124 leads 

the king to believe that Kalpaka is planning to usurp the throne, whereupon Nanda casts 

Kalpaka and his family into an oubliette125  on meagre rations. The family decide that 

Kalpaka alone should eat the food and live to take revenge on the evil minister.126 The king 

later restores Kalpaka when rebellious vassals threaten the capital. The minister of course 

deals with the rebels, and the king imprisons the treacherous ex-minister. 

Canto 8 of the Pariśiṣṭaparvan127 continues the tale with yet another ministerial 

feud, in which a minister named Śakaṭāla does take revenge on his rival. Nanda and 

Kalpaka are followed by eight generations of kings and hereditary ministers, descendants 

of Kalpaka. The minister of the ninth Nanda is Śakaṭāla, a zealous Jaina. Vararuci, a 

brāhmaṇ poet and scholar, wins the king’s favour and has an increasingly bitter rivalry 

                                                        
 121 Recall that Mahāpadma is the name of Nanda in the Purāṇic version. 
 122 Bṛhatkathākośa 157.137, bhuktvā te ’ntaḥpuraṃ sarvaṃ niryayau tvadgṛhād ayam. 
 123 See SONI 2014:12 for a discussion of this element of the story. 
 124 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 7.85, prāgmantrī. 
 125 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 7.98, andhakūpakārāyām. The term andhakūpa, literally “blind well,” is remarkably persistent, 

found in almost all versions of the story. I interpret it as an oubliette, a particular kind of underground cell 
that opens only from above. (Here, the word kārā may have been added to make it clear that this is not an 
actual well but a prison cell.) Remarkably, in the Vaḍḍārādhane Kāpi casts the dead king’s body in a dried-
up well, so being in turn cast down such a well would be fitting punishment for him. The summary of this 
story presented by WARDER (1992:246) speaks only of Kāpi and his family being “incarcerated in a 
dungeon;” I assume Warder would have pointed out if the text had used the same expression here as at the 
disposal of the body. There is no other version of the tale (that I am aware of) in which the minister throws 
the king’s body into a well, though Ananta’s preamble (page 125) and the anonymous Bikaneri story (page 
128) come very close. 

 126 Note first that this event is not mentioned in the parallel episode of Bṛhatkathākośa 157; and second that in 
most other versions (see below) the object of revenge is the king, not a rival minister. 

 127 This account is also presented in the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā 2.17 (JACOBI 1932:326–335). Details are largely 
identical; the Apabhraṃśa forms of the names of the actors are Kappaga, Sagaḍāla, Vararui and Siriyaa. 
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with Śakaṭāla, which culminates in Vararuci insinuating to the king that Śakaṭāla is plan-

ning to dethrone him and make his own son, Śrīyaka, king. The episode ends with Śakaṭāla 

taking poison and then being beheaded by Śrīyaka (to liberate his son both from the sin of 

murder and the suspicion of treason). Śrīyaka becomes Nanda’s prime minister, and plots 

revenge against Vararuci who is at long last made to drink molten lead and dies. The chap-

ter does not end here; instead, the tale of Cāṇakya begins abruptly.128 

Cross-Fertilisation 

Early stories of Cāṇakya and Candragupta were in my opinion cross-fertilised 

with tales of a minister’s revenge on the false Nanda. The former had probably already 

grown from a more or less historical core into fancy tales incorporating the adventures of 

the genius and the youngster before and after the success of their campaign. The latter, if 

they ever did have a historical core, had probably been about a different Nanda than the 

one dethroned by Candragupta, but by the time this cross-fertilisation took place, any King 

Nanda would have belonged to the realm of fable rather than memory. 

Perceived gaps in the core Cāṇakya narrative—namely: why he ended up destroy-

ing Nanda, why he came into contact with the king in the first place, and how he managed 

to do it—would have been filled in with material from the Nanda tales. Why do brāhmaṇ 

ministers normally destroy Nanda rulers? Because the king has humiliated them, as had 

been the case with Śakaṭāla (and his alter egos). And why do brāhmaṇs who are not yet 

ministers meet Nanda rulers? They come to them to mooch some of their fabulous wealth, 

as Indradatta and his companions had. And if one brāhmaṇ can magically resurrect a dead 

king to obtain that donation, surely another one can kill, magically or otherwise, a live 

king who has not only rebuffed his request but also humiliated him. 

The interaction of the tales of the Śakaṭāla cycle and the Cāṇakya cycle did not, 

however, stop at this first cross-fertilisation. The next chapter will examine the following 

stage of the story’s evolution, where the story of Cāṇakya’s revenge becomes a subplot in 

the tale of Śakaṭāla’s revenge. 

                                                        
 128 See page 107. 
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5. Śakaṭāla and Cāṇakya 

More Ārādhanā Stories 

Kavi’s Revenge by Cāṇakya 

Chapter 143 of the Bṛhatkathākośa129 relates a story of Cāṇakya which brings to-

gether several elements of the story of Śakaṭāla—sans the three brāhmaṇs and their 

quest—with the destruction of the Nandas. The tale begins with king Nanda and his three 

ministers: Kavi, Subandhu and Śakaṭa.130 The narrative is also found, with some variation, 

in chapter 18 of the Vaḍḍārādhane,131 where the king’s name is Padma and his single min-

ister is Kāpi (i.e. Kavi); in the course of the story the king is replaced by his successor 

Mahāpadma, whose ministers are Subandhu (the son of Kāpi) and Śakaṭāla. 

There is a conflict between the king and Kavi, which results in the latter’s impris-

onment. In the Bṛhatkathākośa the minister is faultless: when the rulers of the provinces 

rise, Nanda orders Kavi to open the treasury and bribe the kings. Kavi obeys, but in doing 

so, empties the treasury. When Nanda finds out, he is enraged and has Kavi and his family 

thrown into a dungeon and given scant food to live on.132 The conflict is altogether differ-

ent in the Vaḍḍārādhane, where Kāpi falls in love with the queen and murders the king 

(Padma), disposing of his body in a disused well full of mud. He pretends to conduct a 

search for the “vanished” king, then consecrates the prince (Mahāpadma) and cohabits 

secretly with the queen. Mahāpadma investigates the matter on his own, discovering a 

gardener who had witnessed the disposal of the body, and imprisons Kāpi and his family. 

Kavi proposes that whoever is capable of taking revenge on Nanda should eat the 

food and survive, and his family unanimously volunteer to starve and let Kavi live. Three 

years pass, with Kavi living (presumably next to the decaying bodies of his loved ones) in 

a hole dug into the side of his oubliette, when the rulers of the provinces, having heard 

that Kavi is out of the way, revolt yet again against Nanda. The king then remembers his 

minister, begs his forgiveness and restores him to his position (just as the first Nanda re-

stored Kalpaka in Pariśiṣṭaparvan 7). This part of the narrative is largely identical in the 

Vaḍḍārādhane, except that it is not Kāpi but his son Subandhu who survives and becomes 

minister to Mahāpadma, also marrying the daughter of another minister, Śakaṭāla. 

                                                        
 129 Which on some issues contradicts chapter 157 of the same work, summarised above. 
 130 WARDER 1992:247 says the story “starts with Kavi Subandhu and three Śakaṭas(?),” but the part Warder 

himself marked with a query is a mistake. The text (Bṛhatkathākośa 143.2, kaviḥ subandhunāmā ca śakaṭākhyas 
trayo ‘py amī| samastalokavikhyātā bhūpater asya mantriṇaḥ||) talks about three ministers, only one of whom is 
Śakaṭa. Warder may have read śakaṭākhyās trayo. 

 131 Summarised in WARDER 1992:246–247. 
 132 Bṛhatkathākośa 143.13–14, niśamya tadvaco rājā putradārasamanvitam| andhakūpe takaṃ vegān mantriṇaṃ 

nidadhau ruṣā|| ekaikaṃ sakalaṃ tatra śarāvaṃ bhaktasaṃbhṛtam| dīyate guṇayogena kavaye hi dine dine|| Unlike 
the description in chapter 157 (see note 119 on page 113), the statement about the food is here clear: he 
receives a dish full of bhakta, here meaning “(boiled) grain” (also referred to as odana in verses 17 and 19 of 
the same chapter). 
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Unlike Śakaṭāla in Bṛhatkathākośa 157, Kavi here does take revenge on his king, 

and achieves it by provoking Cāṇakya’s anger. The present Bṛhatkathākośa chapter intro-

duces Cāṇakya as the son of a man called Kapila, whose sister was married to Kavi. The two 

may thus have known one another, but this is not mentioned in the tale. Cāṇakya is intro-

duced at the start of the chapter, and reappears when Kavi, after his restoration, meets 

him by chance. At this moment Cāṇakya is digging some grass out of the earth, and when 

Kavi asks why he is labouring, the former explains (at length) that the grass has pricked 

his foot, so now he is destroying it down to the roots. 

Kavi reckons that a person who is ready to go to such trouble over such a trifling 

matter would be just the right man to destroy Nanda, provided that the king insults him. 

Therefore (after subjecting Cāṇakya to some tests) Kavi suggests to Nanda that he should 

donate a thousand cows to brāhmaṇs, to which the king replies, “sure, bring on the 

brāhmaṇs.”133 Kavi then leads Cāṇakya to the palace and bids him take the seat of hon-

our.134 The brāhmaṇ takes the first seat and puts his things down on others, then Kavi tells 

him that Nanda wants him to sit elsewhere. The minister moves him through a succession 

of seats,135 and finally—still saying it’s Nanda who wants all this—tells Cāṇakya to wait out-

side. The version in the Vaḍḍārādhane has no family connection between the minister and 

the brāhmaṇ; instead, Subandhu hears an astrologer’s prediction that Cāṇakya (son of 

Somaśarman and Kapilā) would destroy the Nandas, and resolves to befriend him. He per-

suades Mahāpadma to donate some villages to Cāṇakya, then revoke the grant. 

In either case, Cāṇakya does not tolerate the insult (in the Vaḍḍārādhane he swears 

to kill Nanda and Subandhu) and asks if there is anyone who wants the kingdom, where-

upon “a man” volunteers.136 They depart together from the capital, take refuge in an island 

fortress137 and foment yet another rebellion among the rulers of the provinces. They have 

no named ally, but there is one particular provincial ruler (pratyantavāsibhūpa) who first 

approaches Cāṇakya. This part of the text is not entirely intelligible,138 but it seems that 

Nanda manages to turn the provincial rulers against one another, while Cāṇakya in turn 

                                                        
 133 Bṛhatkathākośa 143.48, gosahasraṃ dadāmy eva brāhmaṇān ānaya drutam. 
 134 Bṛhatkathākośa 143.49, kavir niveśayām āsa pradhānāgrāsane tadā. 
 135 This seems like an inferior description of the episode in Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8 above. 
 136 Bṛhatkathākośa 143.60, cāṇakyavacanaṃ śrutvā naraḥ ko ’pi jagāv idam| aham icchāmi bho rājyaṃ dīyatāṃ me 

drutaṃ prabho|| The man’s name is Candrabhukta in the Vaḍḍārādhane and Caṃdaguttu (i.e. Candragupta) 
in the Kahakosu of Śrīcandra, which apparently also includes this story (WARDER 1992:247). The variant 
Candrabhukta may have arisen because of a sort of popular etymology rather than mere ignorance: in an 
episode described in the Jaina commentarial tradition (omitted from my summary above) and also 
included in the Vaḍḍārādhane (KHADABADI 1979:85) Candragupta’s pregnant mother “drinks the Moon” to 
satisfy her craving (dohaḍa). The episode is clearly intended to serve as an explanation of Candragupta’s 
name (though it also has another function in the plot), and actually works better with Candrabhukta, (“one 
who has consumed the Moon”) than with Candragupta (“one protected by the Moon”). 

 137 Bṛhatkathākośa 143.62, jaladurgaṃ praviśyāsau vārdhimadhye sudhīradhīḥ| rājyam anveṣayaṃs tasthau cāṇakyaḥ 
kṛtaniścayaḥ|| 

 138 Verses 66–70 of this chapter seem partially corrupt; the word parvata occurs in 65 and may be a name. The 
summaries of RAGHAVAN (1973:63) and WARDER (1992:247) both gloss over this part. 
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incites distrust among Nanda’s ministers and ends up winning the war. Victorious, they 

kill Nanda and anoint “the man”139 as the new king. 

The story of the campaign is slightly different in the Vaḍḍārādhane and contains 

more details that seem to be derived from the Jaina commentarial tradition. Here Cāṇakya 

recruits a Buddhist monk who makes gold by alchemical processes, but fails to conquer 

the capital. There is also a hot gruel episode, but here it is Cāṇakya himself who burns his 

fingers and is rebuked by the old woman (KHADABADI 1979:86). They raise a rebellion of 

provincial rulers, and at last conquer the capital. Nanda survives the attack and flees, and 

Cāṇakya first imprisons Subandhu, then releases him and restores him to ministership 

under Candrabhukta, though earlier he had sworn to kill him. 

The story is not quite over yet in either text: Cāṇakya subsequently becomes a 

Jaina mendicant, while the ex-minister Subandhu takes refuge with Sumitra, the governor 

of a place called Krauñcapura in the western part of the southern region, and continues to 

harbour anger at Cāṇakya.140 When Cāṇakya in his wanderings comes to Krauñcapura, he 

contrives to burn the mendicant to death.141 He goes to hell for his deed, while Cāṇakya 

willingly chooses not to escape the fire and attains siddhi. 

The Bṛhatkathā Tradition 

A version of the fable that brings together Śakaṭāla and Nanda with Cāṇakya and 

Candragupta is incorporated into the framework story of some versions of the Bṛhatkathā. 

The original Bṛhatkathā, “The Great Story”—supposedly composed in the Paiśācī language 

by a poet named Guṇāḍhya—may itself be legendary. If there ever was such an original, it 

almost certainly did not include this framework story, one of the heroes of which is 

Guṇāḍhya himself. The two retellings of the Great Story that incorporate the story about 

the end of the Nandas both originate from 11th-century Kashmir. The Bṛhatkathāmañjarī of 

Kṣemendra is slightly the earlier of the two; the Kathāsaritsāgara of Somadeva was com-

posed a few decades later. These two epitomes in Sanskrit verse probably go back to an 

earlier Kashmiri (or in any case, northern or north-western) version of the Great Story, 

perhaps written in Prakrit. The Kathāsaritsāgara probably retains most of the content of 

this archetype, while the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī compresses it heavily, but does include some 

material not found in the former (TRAUTMANN 1971:33). 

The framework story of Guṇāḍhya is absent from the Bṛhatkathāślokasaṃgraha, a 

(probably) Nepali retelling of the Bṛhatkathā written in the 8th or 9th century, as well as the 

Tamil transcreation of the Bṛhatkathā, the Peruṅkatai of Koṅkuvēḷir 142  and the Prakrit 

                                                        
 139 Again, simply taṃ naram in Bṛhatkathākośa 143.72. 
 140 For killing Nanda in the Bṛhatkathākośa, but his motive is unclear in the Vaḍḍārādhane. 
 141 Warder’s summary of the Vaḍḍārādhane gives no details of where this happens, but does include the 

incident. 
 142 Also 8th or 9th century, ZVELEBIL 1974:135. 
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Vasudevahiṃḍī.143 On the other hand, versions of the story of Guṇāḍhya do appear, but 

without the Nanda episode, in the Nepālamāhātmya.144 Therefore the inclusion of this par-

ticular episode in the Kashmiri version(s) may be a late and/or localised feature (LACÔTE 

1908:35–36).145 Nonetheless, as demonstrated above, stories very similar to this episode are 

found in old and geographically widely spread sources, so whether or not it was incorpo-

rated into an early Bṛhatkathā incarnation is immaterial as far as the present study is con-

cerned.146 

Śakaṭāla’s Revenge by Cāṇakya 

The story told in the Kathāsaritsāgara (and, more concisely, in the Bṛhatkathā-

mañjarī) begins with Vyāḍi, Indradatta and Vararuci. Upon the completion of their studies, 

their teacher requires ten million gold coins. Since Nanda is known to possess nine hun-

dred and ninety million,147 they go to him to beg for a donation. However, as in the previ-

ously discussed versions, they find Nanda dead (again, for no particular reason148), so 

Indradatta uses his magical expertise (yogasiddhi) to take possession of his body and grant 

the gold to Vararuci.  

The king’s clever minister, Śakaṭāla, realises what has happened, but reasons that 

since Nanda’s son is still a child, it’s safer for the realm to keep an adult, even if an impos-

tor, on the throne. He orders a search to find and burn any lifeless bodies in the vicinity, 

forcing the brāhmaṇ’s soul to remain in the king’s body. Vyāḍi reports to Indradatta 

(posing as king, referred to as Yogananda as opposed to Pūrvananda or Satyananda, the 

“original” or the “true” Nanda) that his original body has been burned, and cautions him 

that Śakaṭāla is in the know and may sooner or later depose Yogananda to make the gen-

uine Nanda’s son, Candragupta, king,149 so Indradatta should appoint Vararuci as his chief 

minister to foil any attempts Śakaṭāla might make. On Vararuci’s suggestion Yogananda 

                                                        
 143 Pre-6th century, ALSDORF 1935:278. 
 144 A section of the Skandapurāṇa; see LACÔTE 1908:291–304. 
 145 The Haracaritacintāmaṇi—a poetic collection of legends about Śiva written by Jaya(d)ratha in the 12th 

century, also in Kashmir (LIENHARD 1984:203)—also tells the legend of Guṇāḍhya including a brief version of 
the Śakaṭāla story, but omitting the part about the fall of the Nandas. 

 146 WARDER (1992:60) does not exclude the possibility that the Nanda cycle might have been part of Guṇāḍhya’s 
original, but considers it unlikely. TRAUTMANN (1971:33) says it is very probable that this particular yarn is a 
late addition to the Guṇāḍhya legend. CHATTERJEE (1935) constructs an elaborate theory about successive 
recensions of the Bṛhatkathā in an analysis of whether Viśākhadatta could after all have based the Mudrā-
rākṣasa on (some version of) the Bṛhatkathā (as alleged in the Daśarūpāvaloka, see page 92). He proposes 
(unconvincingly) that the episode in question was introduced before the creation Kashmiri archetype, but 
rejects (convincingly) the possibility that any Bṛhatkathā version could have contained a story that shares 
more with the Mudrārākṣasa than those told in the Kathāsaritsāgara and Bṛhatkathāmañjarī. 

 147 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.4.93, svarṇakoṭir me dīyatām and 1.4.95 navādhikāyā navateḥ koṭīnām adhipo hi saḥ. 
 148 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.4.98 simply says the king died; in Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.114 he dies “because of fate,” 

daivāt. 
 149 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.4.116, pūrvanandasutaṃ kuryāc candraguptaṃ hi bhūmipam. 
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casts Śakaṭāla and his hundred sons into an oubliette,150 each day giving them food suffi-

cient for just one man. As ministers and their sons are wont to do in such situations, they 

decide that Śakaṭāla should eat the food and live to take revenge on Yogananda. 

This coherent and detailed account is probably very similar to the archetype that 

was summarised in a nutshell in the Avantisundarī and told with some variation in Bṛhat-

kathākośa 157. Subsequently Yogananda, corrupted by wealth and power, becomes whim-

sical and spends his life in the pursuit of pleasure instead of governing. Vararuci decides 

to restore Śakaṭāla to help control the unruly king and the two become friendly rivals. 

Shortly afterward, the king orders Vararuci’s execution on the suspicion that he has been 

cuckolding him. Unlike Bṛhatkathākośa 157, it is not Śakaṭāla who casts this suspicion on 

Vararuci;151 indeed, Śakaṭāla actually saves Vararuci’s life, hiding him in his house and kill-

ing another man in his stead. Later on, Vararuci is in turn recalled because his help is 

needed in solving a riddle concerning (as in Bṛhatkathākośa 157) the false Nanda’s son 

(called Hiraṇyagupta in the Kathāsaritsāgara and Harigupta in the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī), who 

takes to a tree to escape from a lion, is joined by a bear, and at night throws the sleeping 

bear down to the lion. 

After solving this riddle, Vararuci decides he has had enough of court life and 

retires to a hermitage. It is there, much later, that he hears the rest of the story of 

Yogananda and Śakaṭāla from a wandering ascetic. Śakaṭāla once met Cāṇakya (of whose 

origin there is no information) in the street, digging up a clump of grass because it had 

pricked his foot. Like Kavi in Bṛhatkathākośa 143, Śakaṭāla reasons that such a man is just 

what he needs to implement his revenge. He promises to arrange for Cāṇakya to preside 

at a śrāddha ceremony in the king’s house, and even presents him to the king. Yogananda 

approves of Cāṇakya, but when it comes to the actual ceremony and Cāṇakya takes the 

first seat, another brāhmaṇ called Subandhu objects. The king (in his usual whimsical 

character) assigns priority to him, while Śakaṭāla washes his hands.152 The Bṛhatkathā-

mañjarī narrates this event in a rather different form: here Śakaṭāla simply brings Cāṇakya 

to the śrāddha, shows him to a seat in the lowest row, and tells him (lying, apparently) that 

the king has humiliated him (by allotting this seat).153 

Cāṇakya has a fit of anger, unties his topknot and vows not to tie it again until he 

has killed Nanda, which he proposes to accomplish in seven days.154 Unlike the tales in the 

                                                        
 150 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.4.120 and passim, Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.124 and passim: andhakūpa. 
 151 Instead, Vararuci sees a painting of the queen in the nude. By his superhuman intuition he divines from 

the arrangement of auspicious marks on her body that there must be a mole somewhere on her private 
parts (which, obviously, even the painter had not seen exposed), and paints the mole in to complete the 
picture. When the king sees in the painting what no one but he ought to have ever seen in life, he comes to 
the conclusion that Vararuci has been having an affair with the queen. 

 152 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.5.117, na me ’parādha ity uktvā.  
 153 Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.215-216, upaviṣṭam adhaḥpaṅktyāṃ śakaṭālas tam abravīt|| rājñāvamānito ’sīti. 
 154 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.5.119, avaśyaṃ hanta nando ’yaṃ saptabhir divasair mayā| vināśyo bandhanīyā ca tato 

nirmanyunā śikhā|| The vow is missing in the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī, but interestingly, there Cāṇakya’s hair is 
said to be already loosened when Śakaṭāla leads him to the palace (1.2.215, muktaśikhaṃ cāṇakyaṃ). 
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Pariśiṣṭaparvan, Bṛhatkathākośa 143 and the Vaḍḍārādhane, here Cāṇakya does not need a 

lengthy peregrination and a war to achieve his aim. He simply hides somewhere 

(according to the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī, in Śakaṭāla’s house), and there performs some conjur-

ation (kṛtyā) as a result of which Nanda contracts a fever and dies in a week.155 Śakaṭāla 

anoints the original Nanda’s son Candragupta (in the Kathāsaritsāgara also killing the false 

Nanda’s son and making Cāṇakya minister), then retires to the forest. 

Second Cross-Fertilisation 

It is my impression that the fully fledged legend of Cāṇakya’s revenge—which had 

already absorbed some details from the Śakaṭāla stories—had a second encounter with the 

tale of Śakaṭāla’s revenge. There were after all, at this stage of evolution, two distinct types 

of tale about brāhmaṇs taking redress on kings called Nanda. In one of them, Nanda had, 

rightly or wrongly, imprisoned a brāhmaṇ minister and his family. Either the minister or 

his son survived the punishment, was returned to favour, and avenged the destruction of 

his family. In the other type, a brāhmaṇ (and a future minister) called Cāṇakya came to 

Nanda to seek a donation, but was refused and disgraced, for good or bad reasons. He left 

to enlist allies (or puppets) to his cause, and returned to avenge his humiliation. 

As the two stories above show, these tales became linked to form a new story, in 

which the wronged minister, rather than killing the king himself, found an ally (or puppet) 

to accomplish his aim—none other than Cāṇakya. The context of their meeting—Cāṇakya’s 

revenge on grass and Śakaṭāla’s conclusion that this is the right man for the job—may have 

a prototype in the way the man who burns ant heaps is enlisted by Cāṇakya to root out 

robbers. This episode is related in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan (see page 109), in which the story of 

Cāṇakya’s revenge (page 107) starts immediately after (and within the same chapter as) 

the story of Śakaṭāla (114), but with no connection between the two apart from contiguity. 

This shows that the second cross-fertilisation of the two tales was probably a gradual pro-

cess. The Avantisundarī may in fact also contain a clue to this merging. The tale of Nanda 

and Āryaka there (page 112) ends with the cremation of Indradatta’s body, but a summary 

account of the future follows, according to which Mahāpadma lived for (altogether) 

eighty-eight years;156 thereafter Cāṇakya destroyed all Mahāpadma’s sons and established 

Candragupta Maurya in their place.157 If I am right in emending and interpreting the text, 

                                                        
 155 Kathāsaritsāgara 1.5.121-122, sa cāṇakyo dvijaḥ kvāpi gatvā kṛtyām asādhayat|| tadvaśād yoganando ’tha 

dāhajvaram avāpya saḥ| saptame divase prāpte pañcatvaṃ samupāgamat|| and Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.216, 
cāṇakyanāmnā tenātha śakaṭālagṛhe rahaḥ| kṛtyāṃ vidhāya saptāhāt saputro nihato nṛpaḥ|| (This is one of the 
verses cited in the Daśarūpāvaloka to show that the Mudrārākṣasa is based on the Bṛhatkathā, see page 93 and 
note 9 there.) 

 156 As in the Purāṇic list, see note 229 on page 136. 
 157 The Avantisundarī is corrupt here, but it does seem to say that Mahāpadma’s sons were eight in number and 

may also mention the total length of their reign: eṣa khalv idānīm aṣṭāśītim abdān atītya tiṣṭhate mahāpadme 
tatputrā(va?na)ṣṭāvapyalābhir daśabhir vatsarair ekaikam uddhṛtyāryākāpyovāpakopitena manasvinā cāṇakyena 
mauryacandraguptaḥ pratiṣṭhāpitaḥ… The parentheses and question mark in the citation are Pillai’s; bold 
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then it was the minister who infuriated Cāṇakya, causing him to embark on the destruc-

tion of the Nandas. In the light of the more detailed versions of the story presented in this 

chapter, this probably does not mean that Cāṇakya was furious at the minister, but rather 

that the minister provoked Cāṇakya’s fury, directed at the Nandas. Daṇḍin may have 

thought this so obvious as to need no further elaboration; on the other hand, the composer 

of the Avantisundarīkathāsāra may have omitted this detail precisely because it was not 

transparent to him. 

To venture a few steps in another direction, actually the title “Śakaṭāla’s Re-

venge” (which I borrow from Trautmann 1971:35) may not be the best choice for the tales 

that influenced the early Cāṇakya stories. According to WARDER (1992:74-75) there is a tale 

known widely (and with much variation), originally perhaps called Nandaprakaraṇa, about 

a minister called Virocana or Vairocana.158 King Nanda sends Virocana on a mission to the 

frontiers, and attempts to seduce his wife while he is away. Upon his return, Virocana 

concludes that Nanda is corrupt, and kills him while out hunting, throwing his body in a 

well. He crowns Nanda’s son, who later becomes suspicious and starts an investigation, 

eventually discovering a brāhmaṇ boy159 who had witnessed the murder. He imprisons 

Virocana and his family,160 but the minister’s youngest son survives and eventually kills 

the king. Possibly the original Śakaṭāla was a problem solver who saw through the false 

Nanda and killed him, and was later conflated with Virocana, giving rise to stories in which 

the motifs of the false Nanda, the imprisonment and the minister’s (or his son’s) revenge 

on Nanda (or his son) mix in various and sometimes self-contradictory manners and the 

minister goes by diverse names. 

To return to the fable of “Śakaṭāla’s Revenge by Cāṇakya,” this story accounts 

(more or less in harmony with the Mudrārākṣasa) for most of the events and characters 

that the drama presupposes. There remain only two major points of divergence: why is 

there no Rākṣasa in these tales, and why is there no Śakaṭāla (or an analogue) in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa? 

                                                        
emphasis is mine, marking corrupt text that I am inclined to emend to …tatputrān aṣtāv api dvādaśabhir 
vatsarair ekaikam uddhṛtyāryakakopitena… (possibly with another word, such as udvāpa or āvāpa between 
āryaka and kopitena). The Avantisundarīkathāsāra (4.62) summarises the essentials but omits the details: 
mahāpadmasutān sarvān uddhṛtyāmātyakopitaḥ| tatpade khalu cāṇakyaś candraguptam atiṣṭhipat|| 

 158 Compare Vairocana (a Śakaṭāla-clone) in the anonymous Bikaneri preamble (page 128), and possibly 
Vairodhaka, Parvataka’s brother in the Mudrārākṣasa, whose name is also known in MSS as Vairocaka.  

 159 A baṭu, like Cāṇakya in the Mudrārākṣasa and its epitomes (page 130). 
 160 Presumably in a well, which would be as fitting here as it would have been in the story of Kavi (page 116). 
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6. Śakaṭāla and Rākṣasa 

The Mudrārākṣasa Tradition 

The Mudrārākṣasa itself is by no means a dead end in the tradition of tales about 

Candragupta’s takeover. In the words of Thomas Trautmann, 

Not only has the Mudrārākṣasa attracted sufficient interest through the centuries 
to ensure its survival to the present day, but a fair amount of literature has grown 
up around it, not only proper commentaries with line-by-line glosses … but also 
more or less independent works dealing with the story … previous to the action of 
the play.161 

The earlier extant witnesses of this “Mudrārākṣasa tradition” cover only the part 

of the story before the events dramatised by Viśākhadatta, and are thus clearly intended 

as supplements to the drama. This also shows that while Viśākhadatta could take it for 

granted that his audience would be familiar with one particular story of these preliminary 

events, this was clearly no longer the case. In the latter days the spectators (or rather, 

readers for whom these “prequels” were written) would either not have known anything 

about Nanda-Maurya history or, more likely, would have been familiar with one of the 

alternative stories (such as that in the Kathāsaritsāgara), which had become dominant in 

their collective knowledge, but which in some places contradicted the presuppositions of 

the Mudrārākṣasa. Several manuscripts of the Mudrārākṣasa also include sketchy anony-

mous introductions to the preliminary events (or at least to the central characters), at-

tached before the beginning or after the end of the play, which also demonstrates that 

later participants in the transmission of the Mudrārākṣasa felt a need to explain things that 

Viśākhadatta had only alluded to. 

Śakaṭāla Before Rākṣasa: Jagaddhara’s Prologue 

Jagaddhara Bhaṭṭa, son of Ratnadhara was a prolific scholiast who lived sometime 

between 1275 and 1473 CE.162 Probably best known for his commentary on the Mālatī-

mādhava, he also prepared a commentary on the Mudrārākṣasa which includes a summary 

of the events preliminary to the plot of the play.163 It is a story of Śakaṭāla which at first 

glance seems to be a simplification of the Kathāsaritsāgara narrative, yet is obviously based 

on a slightly different tradition.  

                                                        
 161 TRAUTMANN 1971:43. 
 162 KUNJUNNI RAJA 1973:130–131. R. G. Bhandarkar in his edition of the Mālatīmādhava assigned him to the 15th 

or 16th century, while P. K. Gode in a separate study dated him between 1350 and 1450 (both cited by GORE 
1941:39n1). 

 163 Jagaddhara’s preliminaries are described (on the basis of a manuscript held in Madras) in RAGHAVAN 
1973:44–46, and the Sanskrit text is cited ibid. 46–47. 
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King Nanda’s prime minister is called Śakaṭāra (this is the spelling used by 

Jagaddhara; below I shall continue to refer to the generic character as Śakaṭāla, and to this 

particular instance as Śakaṭāra). Two nameless brāhmaṇs in a quest for money come to 

the court164 and when the king dies, one of them reanimates his body. Śakaṭāra finds the 

king’s sudden generosity suspicious and orders that dead bodies be sought and burned. 

The false king executes Śakaṭāra’s family (there is no oubliette in this story), but restores 

Śakaṭāra to ministership after he solves a riddle. 

Though the restoration of punished ministers after solving riddles appears to be 

a common event in tales of Nanda, this particular riddle is not found in any the story ver-

sions studied so far, but it recurs in Ananta’s narrative. The king, when relieving himself 

outdoors, sees a banyan berry carried off by the stream of his urine. He laughs, and some 

woman nearby, fawningly, also laughs. Nanda angrily asks why she laughed, and when she 

has no reply, he says he will execute her if she does not answer correctly within a couple 

of days. She recalls that Śakaṭāra can “smell” what goes on in someone’s mind 

(paramanojighra) and asks the mourning ex-minister for advice. He tells her that the king 

had laughed at the irony of the fruit of such a tremendous tree as the banyan being moved 

by such a trifling thing as urine. Nanda realises that only Śakaṭāra could have figured this 

out, apologises to him and makes him minister again. 

He once enjoins Śakaṭāra to find a brāhmaṇ to officiate at his father’s śrāddha cer-

emony (thus becoming a catalyst in his own downfall). The minister meets Cāṇakya, who 

is at the moment pouring buttermilk on the roots of a clump of grass that had pricked his 

foot. He decides to present him as his candidate, thinking that the king will surely reject 

him on account of his ugliness and Cāṇakya in turn will avenge the insult. This is indeed 

what happens,165 and Cāṇakya, vowing to kill Nanda, undoes his tuft of hair (śikhā). 

At this point Śakaṭāra, his purpose as good as achieved, retires to the forest, while 

Cāṇakya annihilates the nine Nandas.166 Here ends the prologue, and in an attempt to con-

nect it to the drama, Jagaddhara states that one faction is that of Cāṇakya, who wants to 

establish Candragupta167 on the throne, while the other is that of Rākṣasa, who intends to 

anoint Malayaketu the son of Parvataka. The names of Candragupta, Rākṣasa, Parvataka 

and Malayaketu all occur here for the first time, so the connection between the prelimi-

nary story and the play appears rather forced. 

                                                        
 164 deśāntarād arthārthinau dvau parapurapraveśakuśalau brāhmaṇau … āgatau, with pura obviously in the sense of 

“body.” 
 165 The king’s main problem with Cāṇakya seems to be that he is scantily dressed or naked, durveśa. 
 166 So far only one Nanda has been mentioned. The text is corrupt here: cāṇakyena garbhagarān nava nandā 

nāśritāḥ. Raghavan (1973:47) notes that nāśritāḥ should be emended to nāśitāḥ, but has no comment on 
garbhagarān, possibly a corruption of garbhāgārān, implying that Cāṇakya performed black magic in a 
hidden sanctuary.  

 167 Here described as nandasyālaka, i.e. Nanda’s wife’s brother or possibly Nanda’s favourite. 
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Śakaṭāla and a Passive Rākṣasa: a Bengali Version 

RAGHAVAN (1973:53–54) describes a preamble to the Mudrārākṣasa, found in a 

printed edition of the play, published in 1922 in Bengal with the modern commentary of 

Haridāsa Siddhāntavāgīśabhaṭṭācārya, who may be the author of this story. It is yet an-

other integration of the Śakaṭāla story with the Mudrārākṣasa (as well as a number of 

Purāṇic elements), in which the king has three ministers named Rākṣasa, Vakranāsa and 

Śakaṭāra, but only the last has any role at all. 

Nanda’s true name is Mahāpadma and he is described as a śūdra. He has nine sons 

by his queen and one, Candragupta, by a barber woman named Murā.168 Candragupta is in 

fact the eldest and worthiest of the sons. The instance of Parvataka in this tale is 

Mahāpadma’s cousin Viśvaketu, governor of a province in the north-west; his son Malaya-

ketu lives in Pāṭaliputra. Śakaṭāra once burns a live man whom he had mistaken for a 

corpse,169 and for his blunder gets cast into an oubliette along with his family. He alone 

survives, and later the king releases and restores him out of pity. 

One day Śakaṭāra meets Cāṇakya, an ugly man from Taxila, pouring buttermilk on 

grass.170 He invites the brāhmaṇ to a śrāddha ceremony at the palace,171 where he is duly 

insulted, makes his vow accompanied by the untying of his tuft of hair, and asks who wants 

to be king. Candragupta volunteers and they go off to seek alliance with Parvataka. 

Cāṇakya performs black magic, and the Nandas die six months later. 

Śakaṭāla Morphs Into Rākṣasa: Ananta’s Prologue 

A commentator of the 17th century, Ananta Paṇḍita (also known as Ananta-

śarman), son of Tryambaka (Timājī) Paṇḍita,172 also wrote a prequel to the Mudrārākṣasa, 

apparently as a stand-alone “novella” rather than part of a commentary. His version, pre-

served in Bikaner and named Mudrārākṣasapūrvapīṭhikā or Mudrārākṣasapūrva-

saṃkathānaka,173 presents another version of “Śakaṭāla’s Revenge by Cāṇakya,” but some 

of Śakaṭāla’s actions are here performed by Rākṣasa. 

                                                        
 168 Thus etymologising the name Maurya as a metronymic. The claim that Candragupta was the half-brother 

of the Nandas is an apparent novelty, and one which will recur in other specimens of the Mudrārākṣasa 
tradition. See page 139ff. for a discussion. Also compare the stories about Nanda’s father being a barber in 
the Pariśiṣṭaparvan and the Western histories. 

 169 A very interesting (if unconvincing) solution by which the episode of the false Nanda is excised from the 
story without eliminating Śakaṭāla’s motivation for revenge on Nanda. 

 170 RAGHAVAN (1973:53) says the grass had “picked him on the eve of his marriage and impeded the function.” I 
am quite certain that by “function” he means the ceremony, but cannot fail to note an alternative that 
would have given Cāṇakya plenty of reason to be angry at grass. In any case, his revenge is obviously 
directed at grass in general, not a particular clump that caused him pain. 

 171 RAGHAVAN (1973:53) actually says that Vikaṭāra invited Cāṇakya. As there appears to be no Vikaṭāra in this 
story, the name must have crept over by mistake from Ananta’s prologue. 

 172 RAGHAVAN et al. 1968:172–173. Other extant works of Ananta Paṇḍita bear the dates 1636 and 1645 CE, so his 
dating is secure (RAGHAVAN 1973:1). 

 173 Published in Sharma, D. (ed.) 1945. Mudrārākṣasapūrvasaṃkathānaka of Anantaśarman. (Ganga oriental series, 
no. 3.) Bikaner: Anup Sanskrit Library. The volume includes an anonymous story along similar lines, found 



126 Part III. The Story in Context 

The tale begins with a description of the Nanda family: King Nanda is properly 

called Sudhanvan; he has nine sons (the nine Nandas) by his senior queen and a tenth son, 

Candragupta, by a concubine. A talented old brāhmaṇ named Subuddhiśarman becomes 

Sudhanvan’s minister by solving riddles (much as Kalpaka became Nanda’s minister in the 

Pariśiṣṭaparvan). One of the riddles involves the king laughing when he sees a stream of 

ants (not urine, as in Jagaddhara’s narrative) carrying a banyan berry, and a woman also 

laughing to flatter the king. Instructed to say why he laughed on pain of death, she seeks 

Subuddhiśarman’s counsel, who tells her the correct answer (which is the same as in 

Jagaddhara’s prologue). Nanda then tests the woman with another riddle (this time one 

with a political stake, as it has been sent by another king to assess Nanda’s intellect), and 

she finally admits that the genius behind her was Subuddhi. The king seeks him out, he 

solves the second riddle and becomes minister. Later on, because of his ferocity in battle, 

he becomes known as Rākṣasa.174 

After a while the king dies,175 and his body is (of course) reanimated by a magician 

who needs money to pay his teacher’s fee.176 Rākṣasa (like Śakaṭāla in other versions) sus-

pects magic and orders the sorcerer’s abandoned body cremated. The false king begins to 

loathe Rākṣasa and favour another counsellor, Vakranāsa.177  Therefore Rākṣasa leaves 

Nanda’s service and becomes minister to Parvataka, who seems to be an ally, or at least 

not an enemy, of Sudhanvan. At this point the narrative introduces Śakaṭāra (again, spelt 

with an r), who has up till now been supervising some military camp near Parvataka’s 

country, but now returns to the capital.178 

                                                        
in another MS of the Mudrārākṣasa in Bikaner (described in the next subsection). Since I was unfortunately 
unable to obtain this volume, I have relied mainly on the summary provided by RAGHAVAN 1973:48–51 
(Mudrārākṣasapūrvasaṃkathānaka) and 51–53 (anonymous MS), and the description (of the former only) 
given in TRAUTMANN 1971:43–44. The edition of the Mudrārākṣasa by Jīvānanda Vidyāsāgara BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 

(1935:1–18) contains a preamble under the title Mudrārākṣasasya pūrvapīṭhikā, mentioning no author, that 
seems to agree in content with Raghavan’s summary of Ananta’s preamble. RAGHAVAN (1973:2) confirms 
that this text “is a summary of Ananta Bhaṭṭa’s work.” Text cited below as Ananta’s is from this edition and 
may in fact be a version altered by Vidyasagara (or by his sons, who wrote the commentary in this edition, 
or by someone in the tradition of gurus from whom he received this text). WILFORD (1799:263–267) also 
gives a paraphrased translation of this story, believing it to be the Mudrārākṣasa of Viśākhadatta. 

 174 BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:3, atha kālena subuddhiśarmaṇaḥ nirbhīkayoddhṛtvena rākṣasaḥ ity aparākhyā sañjātā. 
Another testimony to the popularity of Ananta’s preamble in early modern India is that KALE (1976:xxxvii) 
also cites it (or a more verbose version of it) attributing it to nameless “tradition” to explain the origin of 
Rākṣasa’s name: “His name was Subuddhiśarman … He was also a good swordsman and as he fought with 
the strength and fierceness of a giant. He [sic] soon came to be called Rākshasa.” 

 175 BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:4, daivācca rājā mamāra. 
 176 This time, the magician is an ascetic called Suvidya, arriving with two disciples Suśīla and Bahuśruta, and 

his guru is Nīlakaṇṭha of Nepal. None of these names appear in any of the versions of the story I have 
studied. 

 177 See page 150 about this man. 
 178 BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:4, atrāntare śakaṭāro nāma kaścit subuddhiśarmāṇaṃ pradhānāmātyapadavīm ārūḍhaṃ 

niśamya sañjāterṣyaḥ parvateśvaradeśasaṃsthāpitakaṭakādhipatyam apāsya chāyā iva rājānaṃ sevitum 
upacakrame. Note that in Bhaṭṭācāryya’s edition this is said immediately after the statement that 
Subuddhiśarman received the moniker Rākṣasa, but before the description of the king’s death and the 
ensuing events. 
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The fake king and Śakaṭāra go on a hunt one day, stop for a drink at a pool, and 

the minister notices a slab of stone in the water with two stanzas engraved upon it. The 

purport of both is that a monarch should beware a minister who becomes too powerful.179 

Śakaṭāra, who would rather the king did not see the inscription, turns the slab upside 

down. Nanda looks nonetheless, whereupon the minister kills him and hides his body un-

der the slab.180 Udagradhanvan,181 the eldest son of the genuine Nanda, is crowned king182 

and, with magical help, finds out the truth about his father’s death. In retaliation,183 he 

puts Śakaṭāra, his wife and his six sons in a deep dungeon with scant food,184 where all 

perish except Śakaṭāra’s son Vikaṭāra. 

Rākṣasa meanwhile leaves Parvataka and returns to Nanda. The king releases 

Vikaṭāra out of pity, and Rākṣasa gives him the duty of inviting brāhmaṇs for his father’s 

śrāddha ceremony. Inevitably, Vikaṭāra meets Cāṇakya (here called Viṣṇugupta, son of 

Śivagupta), who is ugly and very old, and is a the moment pouring honey on the roots of a 

clump of grass to destroy it by attracting ants. His reason for revenge on grass is rather 

more severe than that of the other Cāṇakyas we have met: some grass had once pricked 

his father’s foot and the poor man died as a result, so Viṣṇugupta is now set on extermi-

nating grass altogether. Vikaṭāra invites him, he is insulted by the king, loosens his hair 

                                                        
 179 The verses are cited in RAGHAVAN 1973:50n18 and BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:7. One of them (atyucchrite mantriṇi 

pārthive ca viṣṭabhya pādāv upatiṣṭhate śrīḥ| sā strīsvabhāvād asahā bharasya tayor dvayor ekataraṃ jahāti||) is 
identical to MR 4.13(99) (pace TRAUTMANN 1971:45 who says, “The prophecy of Lakṣmī is of unknown 
origin”). This verse is, however, probably not original to the Mudrārākṣasa (see page 200). The other stanza 
(tulyārthaṃ tulyasāmarthyaṃ marmajñaṃ vyavasāyinam| ardharājyaharaṃ bhṛtyaṃ yo na hanyāt sa hanyate||) is 
also found in the Uttarajjhayana-ṭīkā and is partially cited in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan (see note 99 on page 109). 
There it is an admonition spoken by Cāṇakya, telling Candragupta not to save Parvataka from the poison 
damsel. While Parvataka is indeed ardharājyahara, he is not quite a bhṛtya of Candragupta (this is probably 
the very reason Hemacandra has mitram instead of bhṛtyam). In the present context, Śakaṭāla is a bhṛtya of 
Nanda, but not ardharājyahara. The verse seems to be a common subhāṣita, found also in the Pañcatantra 
(1.248, in tale 8, spoken to the lion Piṅgalaka about the bull Saṃjīvaka and introduced as a proverb, with 
uktaṃ ca) and in the Śārṅgadharapaddhati (v. 1367, in the chapter on rājanīti). 

 180 This is reminiscent of the way Kāpi in the Vaḍḍārādhane murdered the king and threw his body down a 
well. Śakaṭāra in this narrative probably does not know that the king is a fake, since in that part of the 
story the role of the archetypal Śakaṭāla had been filled by the character Rākṣasa. The inscribed stone 
seems like a clumsy attempt to give Śakaṭāra some motive to kill the king, but may originate from another 
specimen of the Nanda cycle where there is no false Nanda and a minister (again, like Kāpi) kills the true 
ruler out of jealousy. HERTEL (1914:58–59) edits a practically identical tale from a Braj version of the 
Hitopadeśa, printing the parallel text of two manuscript versions (an older and a more verbose younger 
one). In the Braj story the king is called Naṃdaka, while the minister is Cāṃnaka, i.e. Cāṇakya. Here, it is 
the king who first notices the inscribed slab and smears it with mud; the minister, noticing the fresh mud, 
washes it off to see what it hides, sees the verses too, and concludes that the king must have pasted mud 
over the inscription because he had seen it and wants to kill the minister. When they go to sleep at night, 
the minister kills the king instead, and the story ends here. See note 163 on page 201 for the text of the Braj 
verse. 

 181 This is how RAGHAVAN (1973:48,50) repeatedly prints his name. WILFORD (1799:265–266) calls him 
Ugradhanwa (i.e. Ugradhanvan; cf. note 241 on page 137), while Bhaṭṭācāryya’s text gives no name. 

 182 Thus, though the nine Nandas had been introduced at the beginning, only one actually seems to reign. 
 183 Which is again somewhat incongruous, since his true father had already died a natural death long ago, and 

Śakaṭāra only killed an impostor posing as the king, for which some might say he deserves thanks rather 
than mortification of the flesh and spirit. 

 184 BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:12, atigahanaṃ ekaṃ bhūgṛhaṃ vidhāya. 



128 Part III. The Story in Context 

and speaks his vow,185 then asks if anyone among those present wants to be king. Candra-

gupta volunteers,186 and they go to Parvataka to form an alliance, offering him half the 

kingdom. Vikaṭāra is not mentioned again, and the story merges seamlessly into the 

Mudrārākṣasa, mentioning among other things the death of the nine Nandas in battle, the 

flight of Sarvārthasiddhi (here said to be the king’s paternal uncle’s son) to a hermitage, 

and the poison maiden whom Rākṣasa sends to assassinate Candragupta but whom 

Cāṇakya diverts to Cāṇakya.187 

Śakaṭāla Vies with Rākṣasa: a Bikaneri Version 

The anonymous preamble found in a manuscript of the Mudrārākṣasa preserved 

in Bikaner188 presents a story that in some respects resembles Ananta’s, yet differs from it 

both in structure and in a number of significant details. It begins with a detailed genealogy 

of the Nandas, according to which Citrasena of the Solar Dynasty (Sūryavaṃśa) had two 

sons: Vīrasena by the senior queen and Sarvārthasiddhi by the junior. The latter left to 

become an ascetic, and the former became king.189 Vīrasena (corresponding to Ananta’s 

Sudhanvan) has nine sons by his three queens, and a tenth by a concubine.190 He has three 

ministers called Vairocana (an instance of the abstract character Śakaṭāla), Vakranāsa 

(who seems to do nothing in this story), and Rākṣasa (without the background story of 

Subuddhiśarman). Parvataka is a Yavana king of Pārasīka country and a vassal of Vīrasena; 

his true name is Mahākāya, and his son Malayaketu is also mentioned. 

This story has no zombie Nanda, but it does include the episode of the stone slab 

with inscribed verses, with Vairocana killing Vīrasena. The eldest son, Śūrasena, succeeds 

to the throne, while Candragupta, out of jealousy, goes off to plot with Parvataka against 

Śūrasena. The young king later finds out the truth about his father’s death, imprisons 

Vairocana and his family, and turns his favour on Rākṣasa. At a later time he releases 

Vairocana’s youngest son (the only surviving member of the family), to gain merit by 

which he hopes to recover from a disease. The boy is given various offices, and finally ends 

up in charge of the soup kitchen. Told to invite brāhmaṇs for the day of the new moon, he 

                                                        
 185 BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:16, madhye ’smin nilaye hi sarvaviduṣāṃ mūrddhābhiṣiktasya me yatrāsīd avamānanā tad 

adhunā stomaṃ kuśānām iva| yāvan nandakulaṃ kalaṅkamalinaṃ nonmūlaye mūlataḥ tāvat śrīśivagupta-
lālitatanur badhnāmi nāhaṃ śikhām|| It is worth observing at this point that Ananta’s prequel (at least in the 
version printed in BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935) contains a healthy sprinkling of verses in poetic metres such as this 
śārdūlavikrīḍita stanza. See page 159ff. for a discussion. 

 186 As in the Vaḍḍārādhane and Bṛhatkathākośa 143, but here Candragupta is Nanda’s son (like Pabbata in the 
Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā), not a stranger. 

 187 The text in BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:17 also refers to the insinuation of Cāṇakya’s friend Viṣṇuśarman to the 
Nanda court in the guise of a Jaina monk. Neither Raghavan’s summary nor Wilford’s report of Ananta’s 
tale mention this. 

 188 See note 125 above. 
 189 Note that Ananta only mentions Sarvārthasiddhi at the end of his narrative, there saying that he was the 

king’s paternal uncle’s son. 
 190 Described as “a South Indian princess kept as a Dāsī by the king” at the beginning of the tale, and as “the 

late king’s … Śūdra mistress” later on (RAGHAVAN 1973:52). I do not know if the inconsistency is Raghavan’s 
or original. 
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chances upon Cāṇakya, an old man who is pouring gruel on a clump of grass to destroy it. 

Cāṇakya makes his vow and subsequently destroys the Nandas in battle. 

The Mudrārākṣasa Epitomes 

There exists another strand of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition, even later (as far as 

surviving specimens are concerned) than the preambles attached to manuscripts. This 

consists of epitomes based on the story of Viśākhadatta’s play but presenting it in the form 

of a different narrative. These were probably composed bālabodhanāya, i.e. to provide an 

easy digest of a popular story (fabula) to readers who lacked the Sanskrit proficiency to 

tackle a drama of seven acts, replete with Prakrit texts and classical poetry.191 

A southern scholar called Mahādeva Tīrtha of the Śrīvatsa gotra composed a prose 

story by the title Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā, “the story of the play ‘Mudrārākṣasa,’” which 

contains both a long account of the events that had taken place before the start of the play, 

and a transcreation of the actual story of the play. The latter includes ten verses lifted 

verbatim out of the Mudrārākṣasa, and also employs “the copy-paste method” in a number 

of prose passages.192 Mahādeva’s date is uncertain.193 His work, known from a single, fairly 

modern manuscript in Telugu script, has been published along with a detailed study by 

RAGHAVAN (1973). 

A Keralan actor of the 17th century named Ravinartaka (or Iravi Cākyār, in Mala-

yalam) also composed an epitome that relates both the story of the Mudrārākṣasa and its 

antecedents in Sanskrit verse. His work is known as Cāṇakyakathā,194 but manuscripts (of 

which many survive) also call it Mudrārākṣasakathāsāra and Kauṭilyakathāsāra (RAGHAVAN 

1973:3). Ravinartaka admits that the tale he tells already exists in prose, and his endeavour 

is to recreate it in verse. This prose original may have been the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā 

of Mahādeva.195 However, while the latter devotes roughly the same volume to the ante-

cedents as to the play, the Cāṇakyakathā dwells mainly on the previous events and summa-

rises the story of the play itself rather hurriedly (RAGHAVAN 1973:4). 

                                                        
 191 Or, in the words of RAGHAVAN (1973:1), “The multiplicity of the incidents and their intricate interweaving in 

the drama–part of the story and the variety and confusion characterising the versions of the historical 
background of the story have both rendered the understanding of the Mudrārākṣasa difficult. Scholars had 
therefore found it necessary to tell the story of the Mudrārākṣasa in the form of a simple narrative.” 

 192 Interestingly, five of the ten verses are from Act 7, the shortest act of the play. RAGHAVAN (1973:8) also 
observes that the passages and phrases lifted verbatim from the Mudrārākṣasa show greatest resemblance 
to Hillebrandt’s MSS M and N, but do not tally completely with either. 

 193 RAGHAVAN (1973:7) assigns him the terminus ante quem of 1600 CE, see note 195 below for his argument and 
page 135 for a discussion. 

 194 Published under this title in LAW 1930. An earlier edition based on a single MS (printed in 1882 in Madras, 
see SCHUYLER 1965:95) bears the title Mudrārākṣasakathāsāra. This edition apparently gives the author’s 
name as Ravikartana, probably an error as nartaka appears to be a Sanskrit rendition of his caste name, 
Cākyār. 

 195 Cāṇakyakathā 3, cāṇakyasya kathā seyaṃ vidyate gadyarūpiṇī| atha tāṃ padyatāṃ netum udyato ravinartakaḥ||. 
RAGHAVAN (1973:6–7) contends that Ravinartaka borrowed phrases from Mahādeva, but fails to convince. It 
is more likely that both drew on a lost prose version, see page 135. 
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Tradition holds that a scholar named Melputtūr Nārāyaṇa Bhaṭṭatiri (1560–?1648 

CE) composed a large number of Sanskrit prabandhams for his friend Iravi Cākyār to use in 

theatrical solo performances (cākyārkūttu). 196  The Cāṇakyakathā professes to be Ravi-

nartaka’s own work, and in form it probably does not qualify as a prabandham, which would 

normally be a mixture of prose and metrical verse. Its theme, however, would fit well into 

that genre, described as written “around the epic and puranic stories that framed Sanskrit 

plays.”197 This in addition to the author’s profession makes it plausible that this composi-

tion was intended not for reading but primarily for presentation as cākyārkūttu. 

A third witness to this version of the tale forms the initial part of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s 

commentary on the Mudrārākṣasa.198 This Kathopodghāta is composed in śloka verses, mostly 

in simple language, but often specked with unusual verb forms and rare words to show off 

the composer’s mastery of Sanskrit. The account is sometimes hard to follow, evidently 

because Ḍhuṇḍhirāja occasionally leaves crucial bits out of his synopsis of a longer and 

more coherent narrative.199 Naturally, Ḍhuṇḍhi truncates the tale and does not synopsise 

the events of the Mudrārākṣasa itself—the strand of autonomous Mudrārākṣasa-inspired 

works is thus woven back into the scholiastic tradition. 

Maurya’s Revenge 

The following summary of the story presented in the epitomes of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa is based primarily on the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā, pointing out noteworthy disa-

greements in the two other texts. The emperor Nanda is called Sarvārthasiddhi, who has 

nine sons by his chief queen Sunandā, and a tenth by his śūdra wife, Murā.200 The tenth 

child, however, is not called Candragupta (as in the scholiastic versions where Candra-

gupta is Nanda’s bastard son), but simply Maurya, a talented and humble man who in due 

time has a hundred sons of his own.201 Candragupta is the youngest and worthiest of this 

hundred, so in this story he is the grand-bastard of Nanda. 

                                                        
 196 PILLAI 1959:3,6; also RAGHAVAN 1971:3. 
 197 FREEMAN 2003:486. 
 198 See page 14. WILSON 1835:141–147 presents the “Story of Nanda and Chandragupta, by a Pundit of the 

Dekhin,” which is in fact a barely condensed translation of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s introduction. Wilson was 
apparently unaware that Ḍhuṇḍhi had also written a full commentary on the drama, as pointed out by 
TELANG (1884:xxxv n). Narendra Nath Law, in turn, also seems to have been unaware of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s work 
when he wrote the preface to Satish Churn Law’s edition of the Cāṇakyakathā in 1921 (LAW 1930:i) and 
theorised that Wilson may have studied either the Cāṇakyakathā or its prose original. 

 199 Probably that of Ravinartaka or Mahādeva, or perhaps the lost prose version on which those two works are 
based (see note 195 above). 

 200 The birth of all ten sons is given a magical background. The aging king, still without progeny, is visited by a 
sage. Sarvārthasiddhi sprinkles water sanctified by the sage’s feet on his wives, with nine drops falling on 
Sunandā’s head and just one on Murā’s, who nevertheless accepts the blessing with joyous humility. Later 
she gives birth to a son, while Sunandā is delivered of a lump of flesh. The clever Rākṣasa, first introduced 
here, recalls the story of Gāndhārī from the Mahābhārata and nurtures nine test-tube babies from the lump 
in pots filled with ghee. Note also the partial similarity to the birth of Bindusāra in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā 
(page 106). 

 201 There is no accompanying magical story to explain this veritable host of sons. There is a notable parallel 
(also without explanation) in the Mahāvaṃsa, where Bindusāra (Candragupta’s son) has a hundred sons, the 
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When the nine Nandas grow up, the old emperor decides to hand the kingdom 

over to them and to make Maurya their general. In the MRNK Maurya out of jealousy insti-

gates a quarrel among the nine Nandas, knowing that he himself has no chance of becom-

ing king on account of his low birth. Rākṣasa reconciles them and proposes solutions to all 

the problems of shared rule that Maurya keeps pointing out. The Cāṇakyakathā emphasises 

Maurya’s resentment even more strongly,202 whereas Ḍhuṇḍhirāja omits the strife alto-

gether. 

Rākṣasa and the nine Nandas agree that Maurya poses a danger to them, and con-

struct an underground council chamber203 which they begin to use for secret meetings, 

excluding Maurya. Then one day they summon him and his hundred sons there, and when 

they rush in happily (thinking they are to be let in on state matters at last), the Nandas 

lock them in with a hundred and one dishes of food and a hundred and one lamps. Ravi-

nartaka’s account is similar,204 while Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s version omits the details, but explicitly 

calls the Nandas (there is no mention of Rākṣasa here) wicked and jealous.205 Like Śakaṭāla, 

Maurya proposes that all but one of them should die, pooling the food and lamp oil to be 

consumed by one who will live to take revenge.206 Candragupta volunteers to do so and 

bides his time in the dungeon.  

Later, an envoy from another king207 arrives with a riddle to test the Nandas, as it 

happens once in Ananta’s prologue, but the riddle is different here. It involves a caged lion 

and an instruction to “make it run off” without opening the cage.208 Nobody, including 

Rākṣasa, can solve the problem, and “some old minister partial to Maurya”209 remarks that 

Maurya’s youngest son, Candragupta, used to be particularly good at this sort of thing. 

They dig a way into the subterranean room and find Candragupta alive. He pretends re-

luctance to leave, saying he would rather die like the rest of his family, but they promise 

                                                        
worthiest of whom is Aśoka: MV 5.19, bindusārasutā āsuṃ sataṃ eko ca vissutā| asoko āsi tesaṃ tu 
puññatejobaliddhiko|| (Note that in MV 5.20 he kills his ninety-nine brothers and remains alone, which 
makes it clear that in 5.19 he is to be understood as one of the hundred and not, as GEIGER [1912:27] 
translates, one in addition to the hundred.) The “hundred sons” motif may have, however, been present in 
the Śakaṭāla legend independently of this snippet and inherited from there. 

 202 Cāṇakyakathā 27, tac chrutvācintayan mauryo jyeṣṭhaṃ puttraṃ kathaṃ nu mām| dāsye senāpativyāje kṣipaty 
asnehavān iva|| 

 203 MRNK 7 (p. ३), nandā rākṣasaś ca ayam asmākaṃ gūḍhaśatruḥ, tasmāt kathañcid dhantavya iti niścitya bhūmāv 
antar kāñcid ālocanaśālām akurvan. 

 204 Cāṇakyakathā 61, 63, sadyaś cen naiṣa naṣṭaḥ syād adya śvo vā hatā vayam|| … iti niścitāḥ| rākṣasapramukhāś 
cakrur mantramaṇḍapikāṃ pure|| 

 205 Kathopodghāta 37, tato nandā durātmānaḥ saputraṃ tam asūyayā| praveśyāntarbhūmigṛhaṃ mantravyājād 
ajīghanan|| 

 206 Ḍhuṇḍhirāja, hurriedly condensing the story, leaves this detail out, and simply returns Candragupta to 
daylight a couple of verses later. 

 207 Simply deśāntarāt kasyacid rājñas sakāśāt in the MRNK (passage 9, page ४). The Cāṇakyakathā (v. 85) mentions 
valkadeśa, which Law emends, plausibly, to vaṅgadeśa, i.e. Bengal. Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s version has siṃhala, i.e. 
Ceylon. 

 208 MRNK 9 (p. ४), asmin rāṣṭre yaḥ kaścid buddhimān asti cet, idaṃ pañjaram abhitvāntaḥsthitaṃ siṃhaṃ bahir 
vidrāvayatu.  

 209 MRNK 9 (p. ४), mauryābhimānī kaścid vṛddhāmātyaḥ. His name is Viśikha in the Cāṇakyakathā (v. 88). 
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him his father’s office210 and at length he consents to return with them. Taking a good look 

at the lion, he realises that it is in fact an automaton made of resin,211 and makes it “run 

off”212 by poking a hot iron through the bars of the cage and melting the resin. 

The Nandas cannot, of course, bury Candragupta in a dungeon again, but they go 

back on their promise of giving him his father’s position (where he could endanger them), 

instead making him the overseer of the soup kitchen.213 Looking for brāhmaṇs to invite, 

one day he meets Cāṇakya, who is in this tale a young and radiant southerner,214 and is at 

the moment uprooting a clump of grass that has pricked his foot, crushing the grass into 

a pulp and drinking it down with water.215 A brief interlude216 of lively dialogue laced with 

humour follows, providing an explanation of why Cāṇakya addresses Candragupta as 

vṛṣala, roughly “bastard,”217 and culminating, inevitably, in the invitation of Cāṇakya. 

Cāṇakya enters the soup kitchen and takes the seat reserved for the most learned 

brāhmaṇ. The Nandas arrive and challenge him, asking how a beardless young man pre-

tends to sit in the place of the foremost scholar.218 He replies (restraining his anger, as the 

Cāṇakyakathā emphasises) that they are welcome to test him if they wish as, beard not-

withstanding, he is the foremost of scholars. They have him removed forcibly, whereupon 

he unties his hair and makes his vow not to tie it again before destroying the Nandas.219 

The kings dismiss his threats as the idle ravings of a starving brāhmaṇ, despite the protests 

of other people present.220 

                                                        
 210 The Cāṇakyakathā (v. 95) elaborates it again, highlighting the phoney paternalism of the Nandas: ayi bālaka 

mā rodīḥ pitaro vayam eva te| kiṃ cintayā puraivāntaḥpremavanto vayaṃ tvayi|| Finally, Candragupta goes with 
them when they offer him his father’s money. 

 211 MRNK 10 (p. ५), jatumayo ’yaṃ siṃhaḥ, yantrakṛtaṃ calanam, romāṇi kṛtrimāṇi. The lion is made of wax rather 
than resin in the Cāṇakyakathā (v. 102) and in Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s prologue (v. 38). 

 212 The pun works passably in English; it is perfectly plausible in Sanskrit. 
 213 MRNK 10 (p. ५), bhojanaśālādhikāraṃ. In Cāṇakyakathā, where he had not been offered his father’s job, they 

consider a number of positions for him, discarding each because of the power inherent in it, and end up 
putting Candragupta in charge of allotting seats to brāhmaṇ guests (v. 109, agrabhojane … brāhmaṇānāṃ 
parigrahe); Ḍhuṇḍhirāja omits both Candragupta’s reluctance to come out of prison and the offer he is 
enticed with, but he too notes that he became the overseer of the soup kitchen (v. 45, annasatrādhikāre). 

 214 Cāṇakya’s region of origin is only mentioned in the MRNK, and Ḍhuṇḍhi’s story also omits his physical 
description. 

 215 In the Cāṇakyakathā (v. 113, a śikhariṇī verse, the lyrical metre interposed among the narrative ślokas 
indicating the gravity of the event) he burns the grass and imbibes its ashes (presumably mixed with 
water), whereas in Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s Kathopodghāta (v. 46) he just burns the grass after uprooting it, there is no 
ingestion. 

 216 Missing in Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s prologue, but present in both other texts. 
 217 See page 143ff. 
 218 Ḍhuṇḍhirāja (v. 52) says they scorned him because he was a baṭu, in this context clearly implying that he is 

immature; see also page 144. 
 219 MRNK 12 (p. ६), cāṇakyaś śikhāṃ vimucya kopena nandān samūlaṃ hatvā śikhāṃ nibadhnāmi iti pratyajānāt. 

Cāṇakyakathā 149 (another lyrical verse, in pṛthvī), śṛṇuta vacanam etat kṣatriyāḥ kṣudrasattvāḥ yad aham 
akhilamukhyo nyakkṛtaḥ pūjito ’nyaḥ| tad aham akhilanandān pātayitvātha rājyāt vṛṣalam aparam atra nyasya 
badhnāmi cūḍām|| Ḍhuṇḍhirāja 54–55, madhyeśālaṃ sa roṣāndhaḥ śikhām unmucya pāṇinā| pratijñām akarot 
tīvrāṃ nandavaṃśadidhakṣayā|| darpāndhān durmatīn etān evaṃ mām avajānataḥ| nandādhamān anutkhāya na 
badhnāmi śikhām imām||55|| 

 220 The MRNK (v. 12, p. ६) puts this neatly: kṣudhārto brāhmaṇaḥ yatkiñcit pralapati. Omitted in Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s 
version, but found in the Cāṇakyakathā (v. 251), which also says that the populace were at this moment 
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Cāṇakya begins to weave the web that is to secure the Nanda kingdom. He in-

structs his former fellow student Induśarman221 to insinuate himself into the Nanda court 

in the guise of a Jaina ascetic called Jīvasiddhi,222 then approaches Parvataka, a barbarian 

king who lives a hundred leagues west of Pāṭaliputra,223 to seek his alliance. An additional 

detail described only in the Cāṇakyakathā is that Cāṇakya leaves Candragupta in Pāṭali-

putra, making sure that no-one knows of their friendship.224 Finally Cāṇakya and the bar-

barian host assault the capital and, aided by the manipulations of Jīvasiddhi, they succeed 

in taking it. (In another episode found only in the Cāṇakyakathā, Candragupta respectfully 

approaches Rākṣasa at the start of the siege and offers to call off the war if only he is given 

the share of the kingdom that is his rightful due as a prince.225 The Nanda minister refuses 

arrogantly.) 

The capital is captured, the Nandas are killed, but Rākṣasa is spared on the express 

instructions of Cāṇakya. He spirits away the aged Sarvārthasiddhi through an under-

ground tunnel to a hidden hermitage, hoping to re-establish Nanda rule once he has dealt 

with the conquerors. He offers Candragupta a truce and his services. Pretending friend-

ship, he constructs various plots to assassinate the pretender, and also befriends 

Parvataka, promising to secure the kingdom for him alone in exchange for his help in re-

moving Candragupta. 

The structure and content of the narratives in the Cāṇakyakathā and the Mudrā-

rākṣasanāṭakakathā seem to diverge more at this stage than before; Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s sketch 

appears closer to Ravinartaka’s version. Both provide plausible explanations for many of 

                                                        
stricken with grief but dare not speak (v. 250, dhik kaṣṭam iti śocantas tūṣṇīm āsan mahājanāḥ), calling to mind 
a description of the same situation in MR 1.11 (śocanto ’vanatair narādhipabhayād dhikśabdagarbhair mukhair 
mām agrāsanato ’vakṛṣṭam avaśaṃ ye dṛṣṭavantaḥ purā). Ḍhuṇḍhi also mentions (a bit earlier) that the 
ministers tried in unison to prevent the Nandas from expelling Cāṇakya (v. 53, dhig dhiṅ mā maivam ity 
evaṃvādiṣv akhilamantriṣu| agrāsanāt te cāṇakyaṃ krodhākulam acīkṛṣan||), but the MRNK makes no reference 
to any protest, voiced or unvoiced. 

 221 He is omitted from Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s story. In Hillebrandt’s text of the Mudrārākṣasa his name is Viṣṇuśarman, 
but Induśarman is a common variant. He appears as Indraśarman in the Cāṇakyakathā, and I believe this is 
in fact the original form of his name, as his character seems to have much in common with Indradatta in 
the False Nanda story. (Both are skilled in black magic, they worm themselves into the Nanda court 
pretending to be someone else, and are fellow students [sabrahmacārin] to Vararuci/Cāṇakya, the brāhmaṇ 
of superhuman talent who comes to Nanda seeking a donation.) The change to Induśarman is easily 
explained by random corruption in copying, while Viṣṇuśarman must have appeared by the substitution of 
a well-known name (that of the purported author of the Pañcatantra) in place of an unknown one. 

 222 The MRNK and the Cāṇakyakathā specifically mention that Rākṣasa expects Cāṇakya to perform some sort of 
magic against the Nandas, and knowing Jaina monks to be skilled at magic and inherently inimical to 
brāhmaṇs, he immediately sees a reliable and useful ally in Jīvasiddhi. 

 223 The alliance with Parvataka is mentioned only hurriedly in the MRNK and Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s prologue; the 
location of his home in stated in Cāṇakyakathā 178–179, jagāma pāṭalīputrād udīcyāṃ śatayojane|| tatra 
parvatakaṃ nāma mleccharājam asevata|  

 224 Cāṇakyakathā 155, sa mauryaṃ prati vaktavyaṃ kṣipram uktvā pratasthivān| na cāsya maurye sauhārdaṃ 
saṃvādaṃ cāvidan janāḥ||  

 225 Cāṇakyakathā 198, rājaputratayāsmākaṃ rājyāṃśo ’sti kiyān api| tan nyāyyaṃ dāpayatv ārya śamayiṣyāmy ahaṃ 
raṇam||. Note, however, that Candragupta in this tale is not even a bastard prince, being a grand-bastard of 
the reigning king, so his claim is quite feeble. 
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the preceding events implied in the Mudrārākṣasa. Both verbose sources agree on the de-

tails of the poison damsel episode (which Ḍhuṇḍhirāja barely refers to). Rākṣasa asks 

Jīvasiddhi for help in killing Candragupta, and the monk magically creates a beautiful 

woman whose embrace is fatal. Rākṣasa offers her to the young king, but Cāṇakya (who 

has of course been informed by Jīvasiddhi that she is deadly) suggests that she be given to 

Parvataka instead. Rākṣasa, realising that he should have let Parvataka in on his plans, 

decides to flee the city, entrusting his family on his friend Candanadāsa and leaving money 

with his other friend Śakaṭadāsa, telling him to continue agitating the citizens against 

Candragupta and to orchestrate the assassinations attempts he has prepared—a seamless 

transition to the story of the Mudrārākṣasa. 

Another Tradition? 

There are a number of points on which all the traditions independent of Viśākha-

datta’s play clash with what the drama itself says or implies about the antecedents of the 

action depicted in it. The preambles presented by commentators and copyists are not 

much better: most of them are at best half-hearted attempts at bringing their favourite 

version of the story of “Śakaṭāla’s Revenge by Cāṇakya” to a common denominator with 

the Mudrārākṣasa. In Jagaddhara’s prologue the two are merely juxtaposed, just as Hema-

candra in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan juxtaposed the simpler story of Śakaṭāla’s Revenge with that 

of Cāṇakya’s Revenge. This is likewise the case in the Bengali story, except that the latter 

adds the name of Rākṣasa to the list of Nanda’s ministers at the beginning of the narrative. 

Ananta preserves a far more promising attempt, which integrates Rākṣasa’s char-

acter into the legend of Śakaṭāla by splitting the character of the latter between two ac-

tors. The result is an interesting medley that provides an almost plausible background 

story to the Mudrārākṣasa. However, it has one major flaw: his Rākṣasa has a feud with a 

Nanda, even if just a fake one.226 The anonymous Bikaneri preamble may witness a more 

primitive version of Ananta’s story: one in which the Rākṣasa has already been added into 

the legend of Śakaṭāla (Vairocana in this case) to link it to the Mudrārākṣasa, but cast in a 

second-fiddle role scarcely more prominent than in the Bengal version. However, because 

of some fundamental (if non-essential) differences between Ananta and the Bikaner man-

uscript—such as the names of the characters—I think it is more likely to be an independent 

endeavour to create a prequel to the Mudrārākṣasa using folktales about Nanda as a basis.  

Among all the extant prequels written by posterity to the Mudrārākṣasa, the most 

elaborate, most coherent and most concordant227 with the Mudrārākṣasa is the one told in 

                                                        
 226 On this issue, I endorse the opinion of TRAUTMANN (1971:45): “Rākṣasa … whose role as a minister of 

Parvataka accords badly with the Mudrārākṣasa, plays a role which Ananta has perhaps invented for him in 
the absense[sic] of any traditions about him.” 

 227 RAGHAVAN (1973:10–11) lists some points concerning which the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā and the Mudrā-
rākṣasa in his opinion clash. One of these is that in the MRNK Cāṇakya sometimes addresses Candragupta as 
rājan, whereas in the MR he always calls him vṛṣala (see page 143), an absolutely negligible difference. The 
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prose by Mahādeva in the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā (MRNK), cast in verse by Ravinartaka 

in the Cāṇakyakathā and summarised by Ḍhuṇḍhirāja in his Kathopodghāta. The most re-

markable feature of this tale is that it discards Śakaṭāla altogether, replacing his figure 

with a new actor, Maurya, whose addition also puts an extra generation between the elder 

Nanda and the bastard Candragupta.228 Another unique property of this version is that it 

presents Sarvārthasiddhi as the elder Nanda, whereas the two are different in those wit-

nesses of the scholiastic tradition that mention Sarvārthasiddhi. 

RAGHAVAN (1973:6–7) argues that Ravinartaka has borrowed phrases from 

Mahādeva, but fails to convince. While I have made only a cursory study of both texts, my 

impression is that Ravinartaka is not only the more eloquent of the two, but also includes 

plenty of detail missing from the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā. Mahādeva, on the other hand, 

as RAGHAVAN (ibid. 9) himself observes, uses very simple language and “does not show any 

great skill in composition.” If Ravinartaka was indeed copying Mahādeva, then his copy 

surpasses the original. However, there is another way to explain the resemblance of the 

two texts: both may have been copying a lost prose work. In fact, the concrete example 

that RAGHAVAN (ibid. 6–7) singles out to illustrate his claim involves a locus that is terse to 

the point of unintelligibility in the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā but can be improved by sup-

plying a word from the Cāṇakyakathā. In my opinion positing a common prose original for 

both is a more parsimonious explanation of this than Raghavan’s hypothesis that a word 

had been dropped from his manuscript of Mahādeva’s work (but had been present in the 

manuscript which Ravi had in front of him when he wrote his own version). Similarly, 

Raghavan’s statement that “Ravi Nartaka has … exercised freedom … to add a few details 

and to introduce some minor innovations” (ibid. 5) could be equally true in the reverse: 

maybe it was Mahādeva who omitted a few details. 

Thus the suggestion of Narendra Nath Law that the Cāṇakyakathā or its prose orig-

inal might be a repository of historically “accurate information and ancient court tradi-

tion” independent of the Mudrārākṣasa (LAW 1930:iii) may to some extent be correct, at 

least as far as the matter of ancient tradition is concerned. In order to analyse this possi-

bility and determine which representatives of the various traditions agree with the Mudrā-

rākṣasa on what details, in the following chapter I will examine some crucial characters 

and events of the story in further detail. 

                                                        
second is that the MRNK does not explicitly say that Sarvārthasiddhi was also called Nanda whereas this is 
clearly the case in the MR. Sarvārthasiddhi is, however, clearly called Nanda in the two other witnesses of 
this tradition. Nonetheless, there may be conflict here with the MR, as I am far from certain that it does 
equate the elder Nanda with Sarvārthasiddhi (see page 137). Raghavan’s third (actually first) objection is 
that by his understanding Cāṇakya used magic to kill the Nandas in the MR, but the MRNK does not say so. I 
disagree with Raghavan’s interpretation of the MR on this issue; see page 148 for my detailed 
counterargument. 

 228 This twist to the plot may have been introduced because the Mudrārākṣasa once describes Candragupta as 
mauryaputra, see page 140 for a discussion. 
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7. Key Components 

The Nandas 

Nine and One 

In the Purāṇas, Mahāpadma Nanda has eight sons who rule one after the other, 

resulting in a total of nine including the old king, probably in two generations, but possibly 

in more.229 Hemacandra’s Pariśiṣṭaparvan describes Nanda and eight generations of succes-

sors (also called Nanda). In the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā all nine are brothers in a single generation, 

ruling by turns. The Nandas are not nine in number in any other version of the tale but 

those linked directly to the Mudrārākṣasa, while all representatives of the latter tradition230 

describe the Nine Nandas as the trueborn sons of an elder Nanda, i.e. they speak of a total 

of ten Nandas over two generations. (See Table 7 on page 142 for an overview of Nanda 

family relations in various texts.) 

The frequent references of the Mudrārākṣasa to Nandas in the plural and an ex-

plicit mention of the “extensive family” of Nandas231 show clearly that Viśākhadatta had a 

dynasty of numerous members in mind, and may have thought of some of them as gov-

erning in turns.232 The specific number nine is mentioned once in connection with the 

Nandas: in verse 1.12 of the Mudrārākṣasa, Cāṇakya says he had “extricated the Nandas, like 

nine barbs in the land’s heart.”233 This can only mean that Viśākhadatta’s Nine Nandas 

                                                        
 229 Given that the duration of the Nanda reign is clearly said to be a hundred years in all versions of the 

Purāṇic list, the claim that there were a mere two generations of them seems a bit absurd. It would be 
more plausible to assume multiple (though probably fewer than nine) generations, in the course of which 
eight descendants of Mahāpadma occupied the throne one after the other. However, 88 of those 100 years 
are assigned to Mahāpadma, so if the numbers are to be accepted at face value, then this must be his total 
lifetime, not the period of his reign. The consequence of this would then be that the eight sons rule for a 
total of 12 years, which is how PARGITER (1918:69) interprets the text. An alternative possibility is that the 
100 years are for the sons alone, and the relevant passage (found with minor variation in the Matsya, Vāyu 
and Brahmāṇḍa Purāṇas, as reconstructed by PARGITER 1918:25–26: sukalpādi sutā hy aṣṭau samā dvādaśa te 
nṛpāḥ| mahāpadmasya paryāye bhaviṣyanti nṛpāḥ kramāt|) is to be understood to mean that the sons will each 
rule for twelve years one after the other, i.e. for a total of 96 years, which is reasonably close to 100. This 
would of course imply that some of these “sons” belong to subsequent generations. 

 230 Except for Jagaddhara, whose prologue seems closest to the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā tradition. 
 231 MR 2.5(33) nandānāṃ vipule kule. 
 232 MR 3.27(80) in Hillebrandt’s critical text talks about nandāḥ paryāyaśūrāḥ paśava iva hatāḥ paśyato rākṣasasya. 

The reading paryāyaśūrāḥ (attested in 2 of Hillebrandt’s MSS and none of Telang’s; °sūrāḥ, probably a 
corruption of śūrāḥ, is found in one each of Hillebrandt’s and Telang’s MSS), “heroic by turns” is quite 
obscure and should probably be rejected in favour of paryāyabhūtāḥ (supported by 3 of Hillebrandt’s and all 
but one of Telang’s MSS). In this case the sentence may mean that the Nandas were slain one after the other, 
but might also mean that the Nandas, who were [kings] in turns, were slain. 

 233 Hillebrandt’s and Telang’s critical texts read samutkhātā nandā navahṛdayarogā iva bhuvaḥ. I believe the 
variant hṛdayaśalyā is far preferable in spite of being weakly attested (found in 3 of Hillebrandt’s and 1 of 
Telang’s MSS): the verb sam-ut-√khan, literally “dig up completely,” makes for a much more coherent 
simile with śalya, “dart, thorn, splinter, (in medicine) any extraneous substance lodged in the body and 
causing pain” than with roga, “disease.” The idea of nine simultaneous heart-diseases also sounds a bit 
absurd, but in any case, the verse definitely compares the Nandas to nine bad things. 
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lived simultaneously, not one after the other. The play also makes many references to 

Nanda in the singular (as well as in compound, where number is not marked). This is 

clearly to be understood as “the Nanda,” i.e. the reigning king. There is no information 

whatsoever about the relationship of “the Nanda” to the Nine Nandas. 

Sarvārthasiddhi 

The Mudrārākṣasa refers by a personal name to just one member of the dynasty: 

Sarvārthasiddhi. All we learn of him from the play is that he had fled to a forest hermitage 

from Pāṭaliputra through a subterranean bolthole when the city was surrounded by 

Candragupta’s armies,234 that Rākṣasa wanted to crown him king when Candragupta and 

Parvataka had taken the capital,235 and that Cāṇakya had him assassinated in the her-

mitage.236 Although Sarvārthasiddhi is referred to by the royal title deva in one of these 

passages (after MR 2.15), it is not at all clear whether he had ever actually reigned. The 

statement that Rākṣasa wanted him to be king (after MR 5.7) rather implies that he had 

not. Furthermore, Cāṇakya’s reason for assassinating a man living in a hermitage was that 

he deemed it impossible to make Rākṣasa accept ministership under Candragupta so long 

as “any member whatsoever of the Nanda dynasty” was alive,237 which again suggests that 

Sarvārthasiddhi may not have been “the Nanda” but a collateral member of the family. 

Finally, the Mudrārākṣasa unequivocally tells us that Sarvārthasiddhi fled Pāṭaliputra via a 

tunnel after the siege of Pāṭaliputra began. 238  If he had been the old king, he would 

(according to my subjective sense of what is “done” in a typical Indian fable) have departed 

to the forest immediately after handing over the reins of the kingdom to the nine younger 

Nandas instead of staying on in the palace. 

Among the tales, the name of Sarvārthasiddhi only appears in those belonging to 

the Mudrārākṣasa tradition.239 Within that tradition, Ananta says he was a cousin of the 

reigning king, while the anonymous Bikaner preamble relates that he was the king’s junior 

half-bother.240 The three witnesses of the Mudrārākṣasa epitomic tradition agree unani-

mously that Sarvārthasiddhi was the elder reigning king,241 the father of the Nine Nandas. 

                                                        
 234 Prose after MR 2.15(43), samantād uparuddhaṃ kusumapuram avalokya … suruṅgām etyāpakrānte tapovanāya 

deve sarvārthasiddhau. 
 235 After MR 5.7(115), tatra kāle sarvārthasiddhiṃ rājānam icchato rākṣasasya. 
 236 After MR 1.12, tapovanagato ’pi ghātitas tapasvī sarvārthasiddhiḥ. 
 237 After MR 1.12, sa khalu kasmiṃścid api jīvati nandānvayāvayave vṛṣalasya sācivyaṃ grāhayituṃ na śakyate. 
 238 After MR 2.15(43), samantād uparuddhaṃ kusumapuram avalokya … suruṅgām etyāpakrānte tapovanāya deve 

sarvārthasiddhau. 
 239 Unless the reference to a certain Siddhaputra in the Jaina commentarial tradition (see note 90 on page 108) 

is to be taken as an indication that the Nanda was also called Siddha, in which case we do have a tenuous 
link between the Mudrārākṣasa and an independent tradition. 

 240 A MS of the MR held in Trivandrum (described by RAGHAVAN 1973:47–48) has a few jottings after its 
colophon, providing just a brief description of who is who in the Nanda family. The web of relationships 
described here is identical to that of the Bikaner MS, though the individual names are different. In this MS 
Sarvārthasiddhi is said to be the younger brother of the reigning king. 

 241 It may be worth noting, however, that a prose preamble printed in BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935:19–21 (after 
Ananta’s text, see note 173 on page 125), which often uses almost whole sentences cited verbatim from 
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All in all, Viśākhadatta probably had two generations of Nandas in mind: an elder king 

worthy of Rākṣasa’s affection and a younger generation of nine brothers, who were prob-

ably unworthy of his love but inherited his loyalty. Sarvārthasiddhi may have been either 

the old king or, more likely, a non-reigning relative. 

Good Nanda, Bad Nanda 

A change from “Good King” to “Bad King” in some form or another seems to lie at 

the core of many of the Nanda stories. In some we see lowborn men—the son of a śūdra 

woman in the Purāṇas, a gang of thugs in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā and the son of a barber and 

a courtesan in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan—attaining the throne upon the death of the previous 

(rightful) king; in others the previous (rightful) king dies and his body is taken over by an 

impostor, as in the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā stories, Bṛhatkathākośa 157 and the Mudrārākṣasa 

prequels by Jagaddhara and Ananta. WARDER (1992:67) conjectures that the historical 

Nanda’s overwhelming success in consolidating his power and amassing wealth may have 

caused in him a personality change profound enough to spark the later legends about the 

false Nanda. While this is possible, I think the simplest explanation for the origin of leg-

ends of this kind is propaganda started by the next king, who needed to picture the de-

throned Nanda as a person unfit for the position of the monarch.242 

Stories involving a fake Nanda could not provide a good background for the story 

of the Mudrārākṣasa, because a false king would raise serious problems with Rākṣasa’s un-

questioning loyalty. The play furthermore explicitly calls the Nandas highborn.243 Since 

Candragupta’s Nanda descent is the main pillar of his legitimacy, representing the Nanda 

dynasty as of lowly birth would also impact unfavourably on Candragupta. Thus, in the 

play the only problem with the Nandas is a moral one. In this respect the Mudrārākṣasa 

displays a curiously ambivalent attitude to the Nandas. We have seen above that they are 

likened to barbs in the land’s heart; they are also said (in comparison to Candragupta) to 

                                                        
Ḍhuṇḍhirāja and generally seems to agree with him (this is also the impression of RAGHAVAN 1973:2) calls 
the elder Nanda by the name Ugradhanvan (reminiscent of Udagradhanvan, the eldest son of the old 
Nanda in Ananta’s tale). This may be simple contamination, but it may also be evidence for either or both 
of two things: A. that there existed a link between the tradition represented by Ananta and that 
represented by the southern Mudrārākṣasa epitomes; and B. that the equation of Sarvārthasiddhi to the 
elder Nanda may be a southern innovation in the Mudrārākṣasa tradition. 

 242 There is another interesting possibility as far as factual history is concerned. Given that the reign periods 
assigned to the Nandas seem contradictory (see note 229 above) and that practically no two sources agree 
about the names of the Nandas or the relationship of the nine Nandas to one another, there may be truth 
to the idea proposed by JAYASWAL (1915:86–88) that the phrase nava nandāḥ had originally meant “Neo-
Nandas” and referred to a lineage that replaced a previous Nanda line, and was only subsequently 
reinterpreted as “Nine Nandas.” 

 243 MR 6.6(138), patiṃ tyaktvā devaṃ bhuvanapatim uccairabhijanaṃ gatā sā śrīḥ śīghraṃ vṛṣalam avinīteva vṛṣalī. 
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have been arrogant, avaricious and negligent of the proper behaviour of a king. 244 Else-

where, on the other hand, they are described as generous to their followers245 and com-

passionate to sufferers.246 While it is admittedly always Candragupta’s faction who speak 

of them in disparaging terms and Rākṣasa’s faction who spout their praise, I believe that 

the simultaneous presence of two such radically opposite views has more reason to it than 

subjective focalisation on characters with different perceptions. Also, citizens (of Pāṭali-

putra) who are affectionate toward the Nandas (nandānurakta) are reckoned by both sides 

to be a major force. If the Nandas had really been the hateful tyrants whose picture 

Candragupta’s faction paints, then surely none the populace would have borne affection 

toward them. 

Though it is not impossible for one and the same ruler (or group of rulers) to ac-

tuate such disparate opinions in different subjects, a different scenario would in my opin-

ion be more coherent: Viśākhadatta may have had in mind a former good Nanda king (or 

dynasty), who had retired or died and was followed by a bad Nanda king (or kings). Alt-

hough there is no positive proof for in the Mudrārākṣasa this supposition, it would provide 

a background in which the dethronement of the Nandas had been required by political 

exigency rather than the whim of Cāṇakya, and it would also explain why Rākṣasa is so 

devoted to that dynasty and why, in spite of that devotion, he is capable of abandoning his 

revenge and transferring his loyalties to Candragupta. 

Candragupta 

Like Cāṇakya, Candragupta is a character whose background story must have 

been known to Viśākhadatta’s audience. The introduction of Kauṭilya in the prologue puts 

the name Candragupta in context: “it’s that Candragupta,” the one who replaced the Nanda 

dynasty. VAN BUITENEN (1968:39) says it is not clear from the Mudrārākṣasa who Candra-

gupta’s father was, and “perhaps the author preferred to gloss the question over, for if the 

last of the Nandas was his father, the new king might well be considered a parricide, since 

his own minister had the Nanda ruler assassinated.” This is, however, a misleading state-

ment. Indeed, the play does not name Candragupta’s sire, nor does it specify in any other 

way which Nanda ruler it was, but it leaves no doubt that Candragupta was a direct de-

scendant of a reigning member of the Nanda dynasty. As discussed above (page 136 on-

ward), the exact identity of the Nanda rulers is hazy in the play, but that is a different 

matter.  

                                                        
 244 MR 3.12(65) utsiktaḥ … nando ’sau na bhavati candragupta eṣaḥ; MR after 1.21: candraguptarājyam idaṃ na 

nandarājyaṃ yato nandasyaivārtharucer arthasambandhaḥ prītim utpādayati candraguptasya tu bhavatām 
aparikleśa eva; MR 3.18(71) nandair … anapekṣitarājavṛttaiḥ. 

 245 After MR 2.14(42), hā deva nanda smarati te rākṣasaḥ prasādānāṃ. 
 246 After MR 7.4(157), saggaṃ gadā khu te devā ṇandā je dukkhidaṃ jaṇaṃ aṇukampanti. 
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Early in Act 2, a verse says that the (Nanda) king, though he already had a succes-

sor, nourished Candragupta out of love towards the son of his body, but—like a man who 

nourishes a tiger cub—was suddenly killed (by Candragupta) along with all his dynasty.247 

Though this statement might be understood to mean that Candragupta had been adopted 

by Nanda,248 there are other references that dispel any remaining doubt. In the fourth act 

Bhāgurāyaṇa tells Malayaketu that Rākṣasa might come to terms with Candragupta be-

cause the latter is “a Nanda scion after all,” and that Candragupta might in turn accept, 

because the minister “belongs to his father’s dynasty.”249 Elsewhere too, Candragupta is 

said to originate from the Nanda dynasty,250 and Rākṣasa is described as Candragupta’s fa-

ther’s minister.251 It is, however, clear that Candragupta was not a legitimate heir, since 

nobody in the play ever questions Cāṇakya’s fulfilment of his vow to extirpate the Nandas 

on the grounds that Candragupta is still alive. 

In all these statements of Candragupta’s parentage, it is conceivable that “father” 

is to be understood as “ancestor” and “son” as “descendant,” so the possibility cannot be 

altogether excluded that Candragupta was a grandson (or more distant descendant) of one 

of the Nanda kings. There is a single expression that could be taken to imply this positively: 

in his soliloquy at the beginning of Act 2 (MR 2.7), Rākṣasa refers to the new king as 

mauryaputra. The compound is most logically interpreted as “son of Maurya,” which could 

either mean that he belonged to an altogether different family (which is the case in the 

Buddhist and Jaina versions of the story, but clearly not in the Mudrārākṣasa, as shown 

above); or that he was descended from the Nandas through his father Maurya, as in the 

Mudrārākṣasa epitome stories. This is, however, not very likely; if Viśākhadatta had 

thought so, he probably would have expressed it more clearly in at least one place. Fur-

thermore, another verse of the Mudrārākṣasa draws a direct parallel between Candragupta 

as the son of Rākṣasa’s overlord (and thus someone who only merits formal deference) and 

Malayaketu as the son of Rākṣasa’s friend (who thus merits personal fondness as well).252 

Since Malayaketu is the son (and not a grandson, etc.) of Rākṣasa’s former friend 

Parvataka, the parallel would become lopsided if Candragupta were not also (literally) the 

                                                        
 247 MR 2.9(37), iṣṭātmajaḥ sapadi sānvaya eva devaḥ śārdūlapotam iva yaṃ paripuṣya naṣṭaḥ. 
 248 Taking iṣṭātmajaḥ not as the cause of his behaviour, but simply a description of Nanda, “loving toward his 

true sons.” However, see page 187 and note 117 there for the same image used elsewhere specifically for 
royal princes. 

 249 Prose after MR 4.7(93), nandānvaya evāyam iti … cāmātyarākṣasaś candraguptena saha saṃdadhīta. candragupto 
’pi pitṛparyāyāgata evāyam ity aṅgīkuryāt. 

 250 Prose after MR 4.12(98), nandakulam anena pitṛkulabhūtaṃ kṛtsnaṃ kṛtaghnena ghātitam; MR 5.5(113), 
nandānvayālambinā … mauryeṇa. 

 251 After MR 7.12(165), ayaṃ te paitṛko ’mātyamukhyaḥ. 
 252 MR 5.19(127), mauryo ’sau svāmiputraḥ paricaraṇaparo mitraputras tavāhaṃ. 
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son of Rākṣasa’s former overlord, the Nanda. Thus in my opinion Maurya in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa is synonymous to Candragupta,253 and the compound mauryaputra should be un-

derstood either as “the son [of Nanda] who is Maurya,” or simply as “the Maurya kid,” with 

putra used mainly to fill out the metre of the verse, possibly adding a hint of contempt. 

Though the traditional stories discussed above offer various “etymologies” for 

the names Maurya254 and (in fewer cases) Candragupta,255 the Mudrārākṣasa contains no in-

formation that would help in the identification of the tradition Viśākhadatta followed. The 

only additional snippet about Candragupta’s background is found in two verses that 

Rākṣasa speaks to himself in Act 7, when he is almost ready to swear fealty to Candragupta. 

The first of these says that people had seen great potential in Candragupta even in his 

childhood and that he gradually grew into kingship as a bull elephant grows to be the 

leader of the herd.256 The second talks about him as good “king material” for a minister to 

work with.257 Both these verses clearly show that Candragupta is intelligent and capable, 

and the first implies an upbringing at court. His gradual growth into kingship may mean 

that he had occupied one or more relatively powerful positions before taking over the 

throne (as in the epitomes), rather than appearing out of the blue in full panoply. 

There is one conspicuous feature of the legend that is found nowhere in the inde-

pendent traditions, but is almost universal in both the commentarial and the epitomic 

branches of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition and neatly matches the Mudrārākṣasa’s ambivalent 

attitude to Candragupta: the claim that the pretender was a lowborn son (or grandson) of 

Nanda, while the Nine Nandas were his half-brothers (or half-uncles) born of Nanda’s sen-

ior queen. This element is missing only in Jagaddhara’s story (where there is only one 

Nanda, and Candragupta is, uniquely, his brother-in-law). All other prequels and epitomes 

agree on the basics, though they differ in some details (see Table 7). 
  

                                                        
 253 There are certainly dozens of loci where the name Maurya indubitably means Candragupta. It is probably 

no accident that all but three occurrences of maurya in the play are in verse, where the choice of the 
synonym must have been dictated by the metre. Two of the three that occur in prose are in the compound 
mauryakula, which may be taken to indicate that Viśākhadatta thought of Candragupta as having a lineage 
at least partially separate from that of the Nandas. However, it is clear from the context of one of these 
that kula is used there in the sense of court rather than dynasty, while the other calls Candragupta the 
founder of the Maurya dynasty (after MR 7.6(159), moliakulapaḍisṭāvaka), implying that there had not been 
such a dynasty before him. 

 254 See CHATTERJEE 1945:595–598 for a discussion. 
 255 See note 136 on page 117 and TRAUTMANN 1971:13–14. 
 256 MR 7.13(166), bāla eva hi lokena saṃbhāvitamahonnatiḥ| krameṇārūḍhavān rājyaṃ yūthaiśvaryam iva dvipaḥ|| 
 257 MR 7.14(167), dravyaṃ jigīṣum. 
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Table 7. Nanda family ties in versions of the story 

 The Nanda Wives Nine Nandas Candragupta 

Pur Mahāpadma ? 
Mahāpadma 

+ his 8 sons 
unknown 

MṬ — — 9 brothers son of Moriya chief 

BKK Nanda Suvartā – a stranger 

Vaḍḍ Nanda ? 
(1 son, 

Mahāpadma) 

Candrabhukta, 

a stranger 

PŚP Nanda — 
Nanda 

+ 8 descendants 
a village boy 

BṛK Nanda ? — son of Nanda 

Jag Nanda – – 
Nanda’s 

brother-in-law 

Ana Sudhanvan 
Ratnāvalī 

+a dāsī 

sons of 

Ratnāvalī 

son of Sudhanvan 

by the dāsī 

Beng Mahāpadma 

 Ratnāvalī 

+Murā, a barber 

woman 

sons of 

Ratnāvalī 

Mahāpadma’s eldest 

son by Murā 

Bik Vīrasena 

Mādrī 

Māgadhī 

Caidyā 

+ a princess kept as a 

dāsī 

sons of the 3 

queens 

son of Vīrasena 

by the dāsī 

Triv Vīrasena 

Mañjukeśī 

Subhadrā 

Bhānumatī 

+Rūpakalā, a non-

kṣatriya wife 

sons of the 3 

senior queens 

son of Vīrasena 

by the junior queen 

Epi 
Sarvārtha-

siddhi 

Sunandā (kṣatriya) 

Murā (śūdra) 
sons of Sunandā 

Son of Sarvārtha-

siddhi’s son by Murā 

Note:  The labels in the first column stand for: the Purāṇas • the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā • Chap-

ter 143 of the Bṛhatkathākośa • Chapter 18 of the Vaḍḍārādhane • the 

Pariśiṣṭaparvan (and the Jaina commentarial tradition) • the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā 

versions • the prologues of Jagaddhara and • Ananta • the preambles in the Ben-

gali edition • the Bikaner MS • and the Trivandrum MS • and the epitomic story 

told in the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā, the Cāṇakyakathā and Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s pro-

logue 
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The name of the senior queen is Ratnāvalī in Ananta’s tale and the preamble of 

the Bengal edition, but Sunandā in the epitomes, whereas the Bikaner manuscript and the 

Trivandrum manuscript258  have three senior queens with three sons each. The junior 

queen is in some stories a concubine, a concubine who is in fact a princess, or a mistress 

of the lowly barber caste—but whatever her social class, her name, if she has one, is con-

sistently Murā (in order to explain the name Maurya). Finally, in the epitomic tradition 

alone, Candragupta is the son Nanda’s son by Murā. In contrast to these arrangements, 

exceedingly similar in spite of their variety, Candragupta is a total stranger to the Nandas 

in most of the traditions independent of the Mudrārākṣasa, and the trueborn son of the 

(genuine) Nanda in the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā versions. 

There are thus at least two distinct traditions concerning the origin of Candra-

gupta, and none of the traditions independent of the Mudrārākṣasa match what the drama 

reveals about him and the Nandas. All forms of the tradition (or the two related traditions) 

represented by most of the works ancillary to the Mudrārākṣasa provide acceptable back-

ground to the play, but all contain additional details. Some or all of these may have been 

invented by later scholiasts and authors, but there is also a possibility that at least part of 

the data found in these texts comes from a tradition that predates the Mudrārākṣasa. 

Vṛṣala 

An interesting feature of the Mudrārākṣasa is that throughout the play Cāṇakya 

consistently addresses him as vṛṣala, an unflattering term that means “contemptible man” 

or “śūdra.”259 Rākṣasa too, even though by the end of the drama he recognises Candragupta 

as the legitimate heir of the Nandas, calls him a man “without family.”260 A number of at-

tempts have been made to account for the association of such a lowly epithet with such an 

illustrious figure of Indian history and legend. RAY (1918:2–3) speculates that Candragupta 

must have been conceived on the wrong side of the blanket, for merely being a śūdra 

should not disqualify a man for kingship given that according to the Purāṇic list the Nan-

das themselves were śūdras. Alternatively, Vṛṣala may have been a personal name (derived 

from vṛṣa, “bull,” independently of the derogatory meaning associated with the word), or 

a generic term of contempt without direct sociological implications.261 BOSE (1936) argued 

at length to prove that the term was used in the sense of “heretic”—still an insult in a 

Brāhmaṇical society but one that seems more acceptable given the tradition that Candra-

gupta Maurya became a Jaina in old age, while his grandson Aśoka is hailed as the greatest 

patron of Buddhism. 

THAPAR (2013:365, 370–371) points out that in the light of the pretender’s ques-

tionable birth it is especially important that his reign be legitimated by the minister of the 

                                                        
 258 See note 240 on page 137. 
 259 MONIER-WILLIAMS (1899: s. v.). 
 260 MR 2.8(36), mauryaṃ … kulahīnaṃ. 
 261 See GHOSH 1936 and the references provided there for the ramifications of this debate. CHATTOPADHYAY 

1993:29 believes vṛṣala is a positive term and proposes that it may be an adaptation of the title βασιλεύς. 
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previous rulers. This is certainly a germane point, yet there seems to be something special 

in the relationship between Candragupta and Cāṇakya, since nobody except Cāṇakya re-

fers to the king by this word. Viśākhadatta himself deemed the phenomenon in need of 

explanation, for he offers one in the third act of the Mudrārākṣasa, where Candragupta’s 

seneschal visits Cāṇakya in his hut, and seeing the austerity of his living condition, re-

marks that it is no wonder that the king is just a vṛṣala to this man, for while some people 

flatter kings with lies in hopes of gain, one who is without desire has no higher regard for 

a ruler than for a bunch of straw.262 

This may indicate that a tradition independent of the Mudrārākṣasa, known to 

Viśākhadatta but lost to us, also called Candragupta vṛṣala or had Cāṇakya call him so. One 

thing that is certain is that all the traditions discussed herein describe Candragupta as a 

lowborn man, except the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā versions (where he is the legitimate heir of 

the true Nanda) and possibly Jagaddhara’s prologue (where he is the king’s syālaka, see 

note 167 on page 124). The stories of Maurya’s Revenge have a separate episode (presented 

fully in the Cāṇakyakathā and sketchily in the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā) explaining why 

Cāṇakya addresses Candragupta by this term. After their discussion of why Cāṇakya has a 

vendetta against grass, he comes to the point and says that he is here to eat. He has heard 

that there was “some bastard” appointed to oversee the soup kitchen and would like to 

find him. Candragupta replies, “I am that bastard, sir,” whereupon Cāṇakya 

(uncharacteristically) turns sheepish and apologises, offering a boon to mitigate the insult. 

The humble young man replies that all the boon he needs is that Cāṇakya always address 

him as “bastard.”263 

Cāṇakya 

At the end of the prologue, the sūtradhāra introduces Cāṇakya as “Kauṭilya of 

twisted mind, who viciously burned the Nanda dynasty in the fire of his wrath.”264 This 

much is enough for the audience to put the character—and thus the whole play—into a 

known context. However, the Mudrārākṣasa gives no information whatsoever about who 

Cāṇakya had been before he became the nemesis of the Nandas and why he had come in 

contact with them in the first place. 

                                                        
 262 MR 3.16(69) and preceding prose, tataḥ sthāne ’sya vṛṣalo devaś candraguptaḥ. kutaḥ? stuvanty aśrāntāsyāḥ 

kṣitipatim abhūtair api guṇaiḥ pravācaḥ kārpaṇyād yad avitathavāco ’pi kṛtinaḥ| prabhāvas tṛṣṇāyāḥ sa khalu 
sakalaḥ syād itarathā nirīhāṇām īśas tṛṇam iva tiraskāraviṣayaḥ|| 

 263 Cāṇakyakathā v. 126–130, bhoktum asmi samāgataḥ|| tad brūhi bhadra bhūpālair niyukto viprasaṃgrahe| śrūyate 
vṛṣalaḥ kaścit so ’dhunā kutra vartate|| iti pṛṣṭo ’vadan mauryaḥ sa eva vṛṣalo ’smy aham|| … ity uktaḥ so ’tha 
cāṇakyo lajjāmantharam abravīt|| … tan me lajjāpanodāya varam iṣṭaṃ dadāmi te| … ity uktaś candragupto ’pi 
praṇamyainam avocata| … evam evāsmi vaktavyo nityam eṣa varo mama| 

 264 MR 1.7, kauṭilyaḥ kuṭilamatiḥ sa eṣa yena krodhāgnau prasabham adāhi nandavaṃśaḥ. 
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Throughout the play, Rākṣasa (but no-one else) repeatedly refers to Cāṇakya as 

vaṭu, a term that primarily means a young brāhmaṇ and may, thus, indicate that Viśākha-

datta thought of Cāṇakya as young.265 There is however, no other indication of this, and 

baṭu is also used, offensively, for adults, so it may simply be an expression of contempt. It 

is worth observing that all representatives of the Mudrārākṣasa epitome tradition explicitly 

describe Cāṇakya as very young,266 but none of the other versions studied say such a thing 

about him.267 

Cāṇakya’s Humiliation and Vow 

Cāṇakya’s public disgrace is mentioned in passing near the beginning of the play. 

The focus of the verse containing this reference268 is that he has completed his retaliation; 

the information that he had been dragged from a distinguished seat while people looked 

on, not daring to protest for fear of the king, is part of the topic and seems to presuppose 

audience knowledge of this element of the story. The audience is also obviously expected 

to know the story (or a story) of Cāṇakya’s vow to exterminate the Nandas. At the begin-

ning of Act 1 (i.e. after being introduced by the sūtradhāra) he rushes onto the stage, an-

grily tugging his untied tuft of hair. Shortly afterward he mentions that his vow to exter-

minate the Nandas, taken with the whole world as witness, has been fulfilled.269 Both the 

vow and the tuft are referred to repeatedly later on, so an attentive reader (and probably 

a very attentive spectator as well) should be able to work out sooner or later that his untied 

hair suggests his readiness to make another vow to destroy someone else. But the dramatic 

gesture that opens the play would be pointless unless the audience were able to see its 

import right away. Therefore a story in which Cāṇakya undoes his tuft and swears not to 

tie it again until he has destroyed the Nandas must have been commonly known in 

Viśākhadatta’s society. 

This tuft of hair—called a śikhā or cūḍā—is a sign of a member of orthodox soci-

ety.270 The number of tufts and their location vary from family to family. It is first fash-

ioned on the head of children at an early age by shaving the hair from the rest of their 

scalps, and continues throughout life to be a mark of ritual purity. It must be tied into a 

topknot (or simply knotted) during regular rituals, and untied for funerals and associated 

ceremonies such as ritual excommunication (OLIVELLE 1999:113). 

                                                        
 265 As is explicitly said in the MRNK and the Cāṇakyakathā and implied in Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s prequel. 
 266 In the Cāṇakyakathā he is “of little age” (alpavayas, v. 142) and “a boy who has not yet grown a beard” (vaṭur 

anārūḍhaśmaśrur, v. 143); in the MRNK he is likewise a beardless child (bālo ’jātaśmaśruḥ, passage 12, p. 6). 
Ḍhuṇḍhirāja only says the Nandas scorned him as a child (baṭur ity avamatyainam, v. 52). 

 267 On the contrary, Ananta and the Bikaner MS describe him as very old. 
 268 MR 1.11, śocanto ’vanatair narādhipabhayād dhikśabdagarbhair mukhair mām agrāsanato ’vakṛṣṭam avaśaṃ ye 

dṛṣṭavantaḥ purā| te paśyantu tathaiva saṃprati janā Nandaṃ mayā sānvayaṃ siṃheneva gajendram adriśikharāt 
siṃhāsanāt pātitam|| 

 269 Prose after MR 1.9, yena mayā sarva-loka-prakāśaṃ nanda-vaṃśa-vadhaṃ pratijñāya nistīrṇā dustarā pratijñā-
sarit. 

 270 See e.g. KANE 1941:260–265 for details and textual sources. 



146 Part III. The Story in Context 

The episode of Cāṇakya’s humiliation and vow is part of every single story271 that 

offers details about the way Cāṇakya destroyed the Nandas. This is obviously an ancient 

part of the tale,272 which is further demonstrated by the fact that the Jaina commentarial 

tradition, itself very old, quotes the text of the vow in Sanskrit,273 indicating that at the 

time these texts were written, there already existed a Sanskrit text so charismatically au-

thoritative that the Apabhraṃśa commentaries cited it verbatim. Another indication that 

Cāṇakya’s humiliation is an ancient story is found in the Mṛcchakaṭika,274 in which the vil-

lainous Śakāra says he has grabbed Vasantasenā by her braid as Cāṇakya grabbed 

Draupadī.275 He thus reveals himself to be a man who mixes up his classics. Everyone in the 

audience would of course know that it had been Duḥśāsana who (in the Mahābhārata) hu-

miliated Draupadī by grabbing her hair. The Śakāra may be derided merely for attributing 

this action to a random wrong actor, Cāṇakya, but I believe there is more to this joke. 

Draupadī in the Mahābhārata made a vow after her disgrace not to braid her hair again so 

long as Duḥśāsana lived—a resolution remarkably similar to Cāṇakya’s in our stories. It is 

thus more than likely that the audience of the Mṛcchakaṭika was expected to be familiar 

with a legend of Cāṇakya in which humiliation and hair played a role.276 

This brings us to the question of what exactly happened to the unfortunate man’s 

tresses. The loosening of Cāṇakya’s hair appears in all stories that mention any physical 

action accompanying the vow, except the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā. What happens in this text in-

stead is that Cāṇakya tears off his brāhmaṇic thread, smashes his water pot against a pillar, 

and a bit later, undresses and takes on the guise of an ājīvaka ascetic. 277  In the 

Pariśiṣṭaparvan and the Jaina commentarial texts there are no physical gestures at all to 

accentuate the vow.278 However, after the vow he begins to wander the land and enters 

                                                        
 271 Bṛhatkathākośa 143 and the Vaḍḍārādhane do not explicitly mention a vow but relate the episode of the 

humiliation and Cāṇakya’s resolve to put a new king on the throne. 
 272 RUBEN (1956:188–192) points to a potential prototype of the episode where Cāṇakya takes his seat at high 

table and is cast out. In the Osadhakumāra Jātaka (jātaka 546, summarised by RUBEN ibid.) King 
Cūlanībrahmadatta invites a hundred and one kings to a feast where he intends to serve them poisoned 
food. King Videha’s clever minister Osadha has been forewarned by his spies (birds, in fact) and wants to 
prevent the poisoning without revealing that he is in the know. He therefore insists that his king be given 
the seat of honour, and when his demand is haughtily refused, he starts a brawl, destroying all the food in 
the process. The jātaka has a number of other parallels with the plot of the Mudrārākṣasa, see RUBEN (ibid.). 
Justin’s statement that Sandrocottus had in his youth offended Nandrus (see page 96 and note 26 there) 
may also be a garbled testimony of the ancientness of this episode. 

 273 See note 92 on page 108. 
 274 See page 167 for the dates associated with the Mṛcchakaṭika. 
 275 Mṛcchakaṭika 1.39, andhaāle palāantī mallagandhena śūidā| keśahaśte palāmiṭṭā cāṇakkeṇevva dovvadī|| 
 276 The same character in the Mṛcchakaṭika uses the name of Cāṇakya twice more (in 8.34 and 8.35), wrongly 

ascribing other actions to him, but neither of these seem to bear any connection to the “true” legend. 
 277 Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā chapter 5, p. 146 l. 1, yaññasuttañ ca chinditvā kuṇḍikāyaṃ ca indakhīlaṃ paṭihaññitvā and l. 6, 

naggo hutvā ājīvakavesa gahetvā … 
 278 Recall that his brāhmaṇic accoutrements do play a role here: he uses them to claim one seat after another 

for his own before he is thrown out. 
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Candragupta’s village as a parivrājaka, an itinerant ascetic.279 After this point, the commen-

taries on the Āvassaya-nijjutti repeatedly refer to him as tidaṇḍī, “an ascetic with a triple 

stick,”280 without any explanation of why Cāṇakya should be such a man—and continue 

calling him so even after the capture of the Nanda kingdom, i.e. the completion of his 

vow.281 

It appears that the Brāhmaṇical versions of the tale (including the Mudrārākṣasa) 

emphasise Cāṇakya’s śikhā as a sort of status symbol, and its unknotting for an extended 

period is probably a symbolic expression of a state of mourning, which is to last until he 

has avenged his disgrace. Cāṇakya loosens his hair as an act of will in most versions, except 

the Cāṇakyakathā which gives the impression that it came loose accidentally (along with 

his shawl) while the king’s men were manhandling him.282 Given its uniqueness, this is 

probably a rationalising addition by Ravinartaka, but even if it were an archaic element, 

the symbolic import of keeping the tuft untied remains the same. TRAUTMANN (1971:36–37) 

observes that Cāṇakya’s hair is kept loose throughout the play because he does not con-

sider his vow fulfilled so long as Rākṣasa is at large, and notes (ibid. 42) that this as an 

innovation introduced by Viśākhadatta to the legend of Cāṇakya. To the evidence he cites 

for this,283 I add that Cāṇakya explicitly says in a verse midway through the play (in his 

pretended argument with Candragupta) that his hand hastens to untie his tuft (i.e. to make 

another vow to destroy the young king) even though it is already undone.284 

On the other hand, in the heterodox traditions, which may well be the more ar-

chaic in this respect, the original tame brāhmaṇ who keeps his hair tied up and his emo-

tions in control becomes something quite different: a primeval sage of the kind so famous 

in literature for their wrath,285 or possibly a related figure in even stronger contrast to the 

tame brāhmaṇ: a heterodox śramaṇa. In the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī his hair is already undone 

when he enters the feast hall,286 which may be a simple glitch in Kṣemendra’s storytelling, 

but could also be a hint at a tradition in which Cāṇakya is not an orthodox brāhmaṇ. Since 

the preliminary story implied in the Mudrārākṣasa seems much closer to the legends pre-

served in the Jaina and Buddhist traditions than to any known Brāhmaṇical source, the 

                                                        
 279 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 8.230, parivrājakaveṣabhṛt; Āvassaya-cuṇṇi: parivvāyagaliṅgeṇaṃ. 
 280 The tripartite staff is a standard emblem of the saṃnyāsin, the renunciate who has left behind worldly 

attachments. See e.g. OLIVELLE 1993:147–148. 
 281 The jaṭila ascetic in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā (see page 106) may also be a distorted remnant of a śramaṇa 

Cāṇakya, but more likely he is just a stand-in for the man who burned ants in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan (page 109). 
 282 Cāṇakyakathā 147, keśe niṣkṛṣya sa balān narapālabhṛtyaiḥ tyakto bahir jhaṭiti muktaśikhottarīyaḥ| (niṣkṛṣya is 

unmetrical and should be emended to nikṛṣya). 
 283 Namely, his entrance with his hair loosened, his remark at the beginning that the Nanda dynasty could 

hardly be considered eradicated so long as Rākṣasa is not captured (after MR 1.12, atha vā agṛhīte rākṣase kim 
utkhātaṃ nandavaṃśasya), and his statement at the very end of the play that he has now fulfilled his vow 
and ties his hair (MR 7.18[171], pūrṇapratijñena mayā kevalaṃ badhyate śikhā). 

 284 MR 3.29(82), śikhāṃ moktuṃ muktām api punar ayaṃ dhāvati karaḥ. 
 285 GOODWIN 1998:116 describes Cāṇakya as “nothing but a renouncer in disguise” and (ibid. 117) observes that 

Cāṇakya’s implacable anger in the Mudrārākṣasa is typical of many sages, whose wrath is “always 
manifested as a consuming fire … [and is] due to the energy accrued through ascetical practice: tapas.” 

 286 Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 1.2.215, nyaveśayan muktaśikhaṃ cāṇakyaṃ nāma duḥsaham| 
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predominant Nanda-legends known in Viśākhadatta’s time may well have been handed 

down by heterodox sects. Given Viśākhadatta’s obvious aversion to Jainism (see page 74), 

it is possible that he intentionally downplayed the śramaṇa traits associated with Cāṇakya.  

The Soup Kitchen Episode 

It appears that in the early versions of the tale of Cāṇakya’s Revenge—those in the 

Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā and the Jaina commentarial tradition—the lead-up to the brāhmaṇ’s hu-

miliation is merely that he comes, like Indradatta and his friends, to beg a donation from 

the rich Nanda. As the tale’s complexity increases and Cāṇakya becomes a tool in the hands 

of Śakaṭāla (or one of his analogues), the occasion for his visit to the palace also changes 

in character. In Chapter 143 of the Bṛhatkathākośa (and in the Vaḍḍārādhane) Kavi first 

meets Cāṇakya, and then sets up the events that will lead to his humiliation by suggesting 

to the king that he should offer donations to brāhmaṇs. In a further twist to the storyline, 

in many versions it is the king himself who enjoins Śakaṭāla to invite brāhmaṇs. 

In most stories there is a particular occasion for the invitation: the śrāddha cere-

mony in honour of the current king’s deceased father. In the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā version 

of the story the śrāddha in fact makes little sense: is the ritual supposed to benefit 

Indradatta’s father or the true Nanda’s? It is more likely that this element of the story 

originated in a version where Śakaṭāla had killed a king, was imprisoned for his deed by 

the heir, then restored and told to organise a śrāddha—perhaps as a sort of atonement?—

for the monarch he had killed. The only extant text describing such a course of events is 

Ananta’s prologue, though here it is Śakaṭāla’s son who survives the imprisonment. The 

closely related Bikaneri preamble tells the same story, but without explicitly mentioning 

a śrāddha; the feast does, however, take place on a new-moon day, which is associated with 

ancestor worship.287 The tales of the Mudrārākṣasa epitome tradition dispense with the 

śrāddha and have a simple soup kitchen where free meals are regularly given to brāhmaṇs. 

The Nandas are still catalysts of their own downfall, as it is they who put Candragupta in 

charge of the soup kitchen as a sinecure, but a śrāddha would have no place in this story 

where nobody killed the old king. 

Cāṇakya the Sorcerer? 

In some of the story versions discussed above—starting as early as the 

Kāmandakīya—Cāṇakya performs black magic to eliminate the Nandas. In the Kashmiri 

Bṛhatkathā versions this may involve the summoning of a sort of succubus,288 but may also 

                                                        
 287 The Jaina commentarial tradition, in contrast, remarks that Cāṇakya visited the palace on the full-moon 

day of the month of Kārttika, i.e. the day of the Moonlight Festival; see page 175 and note 49 there, and 
note that this day too seems to have been associated with making offerings to ancestors (RAGHAVAN 

1979:175). 
 288 Both the Kathāsaritsāgara and the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī employ the grammatically feminine word kṛtyā for this 

sorcery (see note 155 on page 121 for the verses), which is used in some texts for “a kind of female evil 
spirit or sorceress” (MONIER-WILLIAMS 1899: s. v.); the Kathāsaritsāgara employs the phrase kṛtyām asādhayat, 
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mean a plain old-fashioned curse of the deadly sort. The preamble of the Bengal edition 

also mentions magic. RAGHAVAN (1973:10–11) remarks that the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā 

has no such episode because Mahādeva did not fully understand the Mudrārākṣasa. His ev-

idence for this is the occurrence of the word abhicaraṇa in association with Cāṇakya in a 

verse of the Mudrārākṣasa. This particular part of the stanza is, however, quite awkward, 

and its meaning is not at all clear.289 Even if the verse is ambiguous, it must be kept in mind 

that there are no other indications anywhere in the play that Cāṇakya won the throne for 

Candragupta by sorcery, and a suggestion that the new ruler came into his own by foul 

play would be out of tune with the whole of the Mudrārākṣasa. Finally and perhaps most 

importantly, it must also be noted that black magic appears only in versions of the story 

which have no war against the Nandas. None of the tales in which Cāṇakya and Candra-

gupta take over the city by conquest (as in the Mudrārākṣasa) involve sorcery, and indeed, 

to turn the issue the other way round, blood and sweat (and an alliance with barbarians) 

would be entirely unnecessary if a coup could be carried out merely by incanting some 

mantras. 

                                                        
which implies that kṛtyā is to be understood in this personified sense here. Further texts (pointed out by 
DHRUVA 1923:xxiv n41) according to which Cāṇakya murdered Nanda by means of a tīkṣṇadūta, “harsh 
messenger” (i.e. assassin) include the Nītivākyāmṛta of Somadeva Sūri, an 11th-century (ŚĀSTRĪ 1950:1) 
collection of pearls of wisdom on polity, which in a chapter called Dūtasamuddeśa (passage 13.14, p. 227) 
says, śrūyate hi kila cāṇakyas tīkṣṇadūtaprayogeṇaikaṃ nandaṃ jaghāna, and (possibly the former’s source) the 
Hitopadeśa (3.60) according to which nandaṃ jaghāna cāṇakyas tīkṣṇadūtaprayogataḥ. 

 289 MR 4.12(98), kauṭilyaḥ kopito ’pi svayam abhicaraṇe jñātaduḥkhapratijñāṃ daivāt pūrṇapratijñaḥ punar api na 
karoty āyatijyānibhītaḥ. The context is that when Candragupta and Cāṇakya have seemingly fallen out, 
Rākṣasa finds it suspicious that Cāṇakya has not undertaken a new vow against Candragupta. His friend 
Śakaṭadāsa reassures him that Cāṇakya must have had enough of tiresome promises. Raghavan’s argument 
is based on Telang’s critical text, which reads kauṭilyaḥ kopano ’pi svayam abhicaraṇajñāta-duḥkhapratijño for 
the critical part. In this case the verse could be understood to say that Kauṭilya “has learned because of 
sorcery the difficulties of a vow,” and this is also how Ḍhuṇḍhirāja takes it, citing the Bṛhatkathāmañjarī 
verse about kṛtyā (note 155 on page 121) and explaining, iti pūrvoktenābhicārakarmaṇā jñātaduḥkhapratijñaḥ. 
However, in addition to the awkwardness of the compound (one would think that Cāṇakya learned the vow 
was difficult because of the sorcery involved, not that he learned because of sorcery that the vow was difficult), 
this reading leaves the verb karoti without an object, which makes for an unusually clumsy sentence. In the 
reading chosen by Hillebrandt (abhicaraṇe jñātaduḥkhapratijñāṃ) there is no such problem. Though 
abhicaraṇa could still be understood as “sorcery,” this would still result in awkwardness in this particular 
phrase. It is in my opinion preferable to understand abhicaraṇa as “breach of faith” (by Candragupta, who 
has [apparently] just sacked Cāṇakya). With Hillebrandt’s reading kopito earlier in the line, Candragupta’s 
abhicaraṇa would be the cause of Cāṇakya’s anger. However, kopito seems to be very weakly attested, while 
Telang’s choice kopano is practically universal. Therefore my preferred solution is to adopt instead of 
jñātaduḥkha- the reading jñātaduḥkhaḥ (found in two of Hillebrandt’s MSS, with dṛṣṭaduḥkhaḥ in one more 
and dṛṣṭadoṣaḥ in two more). This results in a completely robust sentence, in which both Hillebrandt’s 
abhicaraṇe and Telang’s abhicaraṇa- make good sense. My translation of this half-stanza is therefore: 
“Kauṭilya, even though he is angry [by nature] and has himself tasted distress because of [Candragupta’s] 
breach of faith, having fulfilled one vow by luck, will not undertake yet another for fear that his 
expectations will be frustrated.” 
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Parvataka and Malayaketu 

The drama’s first reference to Parvataka and Malayaketu is at the very beginning 

of Cāṇakya’s monologue in the first act. The two are mentioned together, but while 

Malayaketu is stated to be Parvataka’s son, nothing whatsoever is said about who 

Parvataka might be, though an army of barbarian chieftains gathered by Malayaketu is 

referred to.290 This in my opinion means that while the audience was not expected to be 

familiar with the name Malayaketu, they would presumably have known that Parvataka 

was a barbarian king formerly allied to Candragupta. The same sentence also says that 

Rākṣasa enticed Malayaketu by promising him the whole of the Nanda realm, which again 

seems to presuppose knowledge that half the kingdom had been promised291 to Parvataka. 

Indeed, in the story versions the name of Malayaketu appears nowhere but in the 

Mudrārākṣasa tradition. Parvataka292 is, however, found in every version that includes the 

tale of “Cāṇakya’s Revenge,” whether on its own or as a subplot to Śakaṭāla’s Revenge. He 

is consistently described as a barbarian ruler of the north or northwest, except in the 

Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā where he is, incongruously,293 the trueborn son of Nanda. Some witnesses 

of the Mudrārākṣasa commentarial tradition (the anonymous Bikaner preamble and the 

Bengal edition) add that he was a vassal of Nanda. The pervasive presence of Parvataka in 

the tradition suggests that he (or at least his role) is a very old part of the story of Cāṇakya, 

and may actually be based on history.294 

Rākṣasa and His Colleagues 

The Ministers of the Nandas 

Rākṣasa is such a dominant figure in the Mudrārākṣasa that it is no surprise that 

the play says virtually nothing about his former colleagues. All we learn about the Nanda 

ministers is that there were several of them, that one of them was called Vakranāsa,295 and 

that they were “courageous good councillors” and “bad councillors”—both descriptions 

                                                        
 290 Prose after MR 1.9, rākṣasaḥ pitṛvadhāmarṣitena sakala-nanda-rājya-paripaṇa-protsāhitena parvataka-putreṇa 

malayaketunā saha saṃdhāya tad-upagṛhītena ca mahatā mleccha-rāja-balena parivṛto vṛṣalam abhiyoktum udyata 
iti. 

 291 On the subject of promises, note: lakṣyīkṛtya tvayā yaḥ kavivaravihitaṃ rūpakaṃ rākṣasākhyaṃ saṃkḷpto 
grantha eṣas tam avahitamanā dṛṣṭavān asmi samyak| ity etaṃ yogamantraṃ yadi paṭhati naraḥ śṛṇvataḥ 
saṃnidhau me cāyaṃ tasmai tadāhaṃ yavarasam atha vā pāyayiṣyāmi bāḍham|| 

 292 By this name or its synonyms (and Prakrit equivalents), such as Parvata, Parvateśvara and Parvatakeśvara, 
or occasionally without a name. 

 293 See note 77 on page 105. 
 294 See page 59ff. 
 295 Vakranāśa in Hillebrandt’s critical text, apparently on the basis of a single MS (N). I believe Vakranāsa, 

“Crooknose,” is a plausible name, while Vakranāśa (perhaps “destruction of the crooked”?) seems 
awkward. Note also that there is a gamut of variants such as Vaktranāśa (destruction of the face?) and 
Nakranāśa (destruction of crocodiles, possibly of the nose?); the latter is found in Hillebrandt’s Malayalam 
MS and agrees with the reading in the Cāṇakyakathā, also from Kerala. See also note 297 below. 
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from the mouth of Cāṇakya.296 It is possible that Viśākhadatta’s ideal audience should have 

heard of Vakranāsa, otherwise the cursory reference to this name would just be confus-

ing.297 A glance at the stories of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition shows that all of them mention 

Rākṣasa and most (with the exception of Jagaddhara and Mahādeva) also include 

Vakranāsa (by one variant name or another). The only story in which Vakranāsa actually 

does something is Ananta’s, where he is depicted as a rival of Rākṣasa. The balance of the 

evidence indicates that Vakranāsa was probably not featured in whatever preliminary 

story Viśākhadatta and his audience knew. 

As for the other ministers of the Nanda court, the stories disagree almost as much 

about their names as they do about the names of the Nandas. The name of Śakaṭāla (or 

Śakaṭāra/Śakaṭa)—obviously the most famous Nanda counsellor—appears in all stories 

that include Cāṇakya’s Revenge, except the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā which does not name any 

Nanda ministers and the Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā which names only Rākṣasa. It is not pos-

sible to tell for certain whether there was a minister named Śakaṭāla in the preliminary 

story Viśākhadatta had in mind for his play. But if there had been one, then surely there 

would have been at least a passing reference to him in the drama. Furthermore, there is in 

the Mudrārākṣasa a crucial character called Śakaṭadāsa, whose name would in my opinion 

clash with that of Śakaṭāla. The two are entirely different characters (Śakaṭadāsa is a 

kāyastha scribe and one of the most trusted friends of Rākṣasa, thus a staunch supporter of 

Nanda rule; Śakaṭāla is a brāhmaṇ minister and the ultimate cause of Nanda’s downfall in 

the legend), so it is also unlikely that Viśākhadatta’s choice of Śakaṭadāsa’s name is an al-

lusion to Śakaṭāla of the Nanda legend. 

Was Rākṣasa Invented by Viśākhadatta? 

Since there is no trace of the name Rākṣasa in the tales associated with the end of 

the Nandas anywhere outside the Mudrārākṣasa tradition, it is very likely that this charac-

ter is by and large a product of Viśākhadatta’s fancy. It must be noted, though, that the 

first reference to him lacks any explanation of who he might be. Cāṇakya mentions him 

near the beginning of the first act, saying that Rākṣasa is in a rage because of the destruc-

tion of the Nanda dynasty and is preparing to attack Candragupta with Malayaketu’s 

army.298 Before this point, the audience has not been told that Rākṣasa is a former minister 

of the Nandas, nor even that the word rākṣasa is a proper name and does not simply mean 

“demon.” Nonetheless, Cāṇakya’s continuing soliloquy very soon reveals further details 

about Rākṣasa, so even a hypothetical audience at the debut of the play, consisting of the 

people who have not read the text or heard the story before, is not left in the dark for 

long—only for a few minutes of increased suspense. 

                                                        
 296 MR 1.2, vikrāntair nayaśālibhiḥ susacivaiḥ śrīr vakranāśādibhir nande jīvati yā nṛpe na gamitā sthairyaṃ calantī 

muhuḥ and 3.12(65), utsiktaḥ kusacivadṛṣṭarājyatantro nando ’sau na bhavati candragupta eṣaḥ. 
 297 Though the name may have been borrowed from the stock of popular literature or folklore; see page 182. 
 298 After MR 1.9, nandakulavināśajanitaroṣo rākṣasaḥ … malayaketunā saha saṃdhāya tadupagṛhītena ca mahatā 

mleccharājabalena parivṛto vṛṣalam abhiyoktum udyata iti. 
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It has been proposed that Viśākhadatta may have based Rākṣasa’s character on 

Śakaṭāla of the Nanda legends, but both scholars who in my knowledge considered this 

possibility hasten to add that there are fundamental differences between the two. 

CHATTERJEE (1934:222–223) notes that Śakaṭāla (of the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā versions) is a 

man “guarding his own interest and, at the same time, seeking opportunities to kill his 

master,” whereas Rākṣasa is “of unflinching devotion and loyalty.” RUBEN (1956:175) notes 

the same problem and concludes that Viśākhadatta discarded the figures of Śakaṭāla and 

Vararuci and replaced them with that of Rākṣasa.299 

Nonetheless, Rākṣasa was not entirely invented by Viśākhadatta. TRAUTMANN 

(1971:43)—alone among all the scholars whose work I have consulted—points out astutely 

that maybe “Cāṇakya’s rivalry with Subandhu of the Jain and Pali versions has somehow 

been displaced so that Subandhu becomes minister to Nanda under the name Rākṣasa.” 

Although Subandhu does not appear in the Buddhist story versions discussed above,300 his 

presence is strongly felt in the Jaina tradition. In the Pariśiṣṭaparvan he appears after 

Candragupta’s coronation, appointed by Cāṇakya as his aide-de-camp but turning against 

his patron out of jealousy and ultimately causing his death. Cāṇakya’s (posthumous) re-

venge on him involves a letter.301 In Bṛhatkathākośa 143 Subandhu is a minister of the single 

Nanda, while in the Vaḍḍārādhane he is the son of the old Nanda’s minister (and subse-

quently the minister of the old Nanda’s son). At the end of both tales, Subandhu causes 

Cāṇakya’s death as in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan. This is rather surprising in the Vaḍḍārādhane, 

where he had been the man who first brought Cāṇakya to court to kill Nanda, and though 

Cāṇakya had sworn revenge against Subandhu for deceiving him, he later pardoned and 

restored the minister. The plot of the Bṛhatkathākośa tale is more logical and bears a strik-

ing resemblance to the core of the Mudrārākṣasa story: here Subandhu had been loyal to 

Nanda throughout the proceedings. After Cāṇakya’s victory he absconds to seek asylum 

with a ruler of the west, and (unlike the Mudrārākṣasa) ultimately causes Cāṇakya’s death 

in the latter’s realm. 

This is not, however, the length and breadth of references to Subandhu in the 

relevant tales. He appears in the Kathāsaritsāgara too, though not as a minister, but as a 

brāhmaṇ of unspecified office, probably a household priest of the Nandas. He is the one 

                                                        
 299 “Vielmehr hat Viśākhadatta Śakaṭālas Gestalt und die mit ihm zusammenhängenden Grammatiker 

fortgelassen und statt dessen Rākshasa erfunden.” 
 300 With the possible exception of “Sa” in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa, see page 103. TRAUTMANN (1971:28) 

summarises another Buddhist reference to this name. According to Dhammapāla’s commentary on the 
Theragāthā “Subandhu displayed wisdom in deeds and skilfulness in means; and Cāṇakka, out of jealousy 
and a fear that Subandhu would surpass him at court, got Candragupta to throw the poor man into prison, 
whereupon his son fled and took holy orders.” 

 301 A further “similarity” (though an inverted one) between Subandhu of the Pariśiṣṭaparvan and Rākṣasa of 
the Mudrārākṣasa is that the former turns Prince Bindusāra against Cāṇakya by telling him that Cāṇakya 
had killed his mother—an accusation that is literally true, but the poor woman was dying because of the 
poison she had eaten, and Cāṇakya cut her open to save her foetus Bindusāra. In the Mudrārākṣasa, 
conversely, Cāṇakya turns Prince Malayaketu against Rākṣasa by revealing to him that Rākṣasa had sent 
the poison damsel which killed the prince’s father, Parvataka—again, literally true, but Rākṣasa had in fact 
intended to kill Candragupta. 
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who objects to Cāṇakya’s occupation of the first seat, and to whom the king finally assigns 

that seat in preference to Cāṇakya. This character can hardly be independent of the 

Subandhu featured in the Jaina tradition, yet the two are different enough to suggest that 

they are late representatives of a very old component of the legend. Finally, I believe that 

Subuddhiśarman—the original name of Rākṣasa according to Ananta’s prequel—is yet an-

other avatar of Subandhu, although I cannot exclude the possibility that his name 

(meaning “he whose shelter is good sense”) is simply a descriptive appellation given by 

Ananta to a man who makes his career by his intelligence. 

There is yet another Nanda minister in the tradition (unless he too is an incarna-

tion of Subandhu by a different name) who may have contributed to Viśākhadatta’s for-

mulation of the character of Rākṣasa. Kalpaka in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan becomes minister to 

the first Nanda after demonstrating his aptitude at solving riddles, just like 

Subuddhiśarman in Ananta’s yarn. And, similarly to Rākṣasa in the Mudrārākṣasa, he is in-

itially reluctant to become counsellor to the king (who, like Candragupta in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa, is a lowborn man who has recently occupied the throne of the previous dynasty). 

So reluctant in fact, that the king must first manoeuvre him into a position where Kalpaka 

must either face a trial for murder or accept the nomination.302 

Wherefore Art Thou Rākṣasa? 

Viśākhadatta’s choice of name for the central character of his drama is, to say the 

least, surprising. There is nothing fiendish about the personality of Mr. Fiend, and alt-

hough his faction could be described as “the bad guys” in the play, Rākṣasa is certainly not 

an antagonist in the plot and is much less like a villain than a reluctant lady whose atten-

tions the hero must court and win, if all else fails, by pressure. The play offers not a shred 

of explanation for Rākṣasa’s name, nor even an alternative name to show that “Fiend” is 

just a nom de guerre—although his counterpart, Cāṇakya, goes by no less than three names 

in the Mudrārākṣasa. 

DHRUVA (1930:xxiv) even speculates that the only possible explanation is that 

Rākṣasa is a historical personage, for “If the Brāhmaṇa minister of the Nandas had been a 

creation of the poet, such a prominent character should not have been given so bad a 

name.”303 However, the fact that no other known source whatsoever—whether historical 

or fictional—mentions this name (except of course the texts of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition) 

                                                        
 302 Pariśiṣṭaparvan 7.40–74. It is probably no accident that in verse 81 Hemacandra uses the expression 

upāyahastair ākṛṣya, “pulling [him] with hands [that were in fact] stratagems” to describe the way Nanda 
brought Kalpaka to himself. Compare Mudrārākṣasa 2.3(31), …lakṣmīm upāyahastair api Rākṣasena 
vyākṛṣyamāṇām, where the same expression describes what Rākṣasa does to “royal Fortune.” In all 
likelihood Hemacandra is here consciously borrowing from Viśākhadatta, because he is aware of Kalpaka’s 
basic similarity to Rākṣasa. 

 303 KALE (1976:xxxvi) is of the same opinion: “such an important character in the play could not have been a 
creation of the poet’s fancy. Again, had it been a fictitious name, the poet could not have chosen such a 
reprehensible name as Rākshasa.” 



154 Part III. The Story in Context 

renders this extremely unlikely. Some representatives of the textual tradition associated 

with the Mudrārākṣasa must have felt similarly baffled by this name and offered explana-

tions of their own. Thus Ananta accounts for the name by saying he was a fearless war-

rior.304 Ravinartaka, who generally presents the Maurya faction as innocent victims and 

the Nanda faction as cruel despots, goes further and says that Rākṣasa was “viciously in-

telligent, quite a bag of fury, without respect for Rāma and the like, delighting [only?] in 

politicians—a veritable Fiend indeed.”305 However, while no few heroes of Sanskrit litera-

ture are fearless warriors, I have yet to hear of one called Rākṣasa by way of compliment; 

and as for the second rationalisation, it is quite out of tune with the Mudrārākṣasa’s por-

trayal of Rākṣasa. 

Thus, unless we accuse Viśākhadatta of choosing the name of his principal char-

acter unwisely, we are in my opinion left with just two alternatives. Either there had been 

a particular text, well known to Viśākhadatta and his original audience but lost to us, in 

which Rākṣasa played a more fiendish role,306 or the name Rākṣasa was in some way rele-

vant to Viśākhadatta’s own times.307 

The Poison Damsel 

The poison damsel (viṣakanyā) is an interesting element of many versions of the 

legend of Cāṇakya. The Mudrārākṣasa reveals nothing about her except that she was deadly 

and that Rākṣasa had sent her to assassinate Candragupta, but Cāṇakya diverted her to 

Parvataka. A verse in the fifth act hints that Viśākhadatta thought of her as a human girl 

rendered fatal by the administration of poison.308 In the Jaina para-canonical commen-

taries, which may be the most archaic witnesses to the tale, she is found in Nanda’s palace, 

and the text clearly says that she had been gradually immunised to poison since birth.309 

She is absent in the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā, where Candragupta kills Parvataka early on, eliminat-

ing the occasion for the introduction of the poison damsel. Here, the story of Cāṇakya 

feeding Candragupta on poison, associated with the birth of Bindusāra, may be a radically 

altered version of the viṣakanyā story. The Pariśiṣṭaparvan includes both the viṣakanyā and 

the Bindusāra episode, and on the occasion of the former also remarks that the girl had 

been very precious to Nanda—possibly an implication that she was his daughter.310 None 

                                                        
 304 See note 174 on page 126. 
 305 Cāṇakyakathā 7–8, amātyaś cābhavat tasya rākṣaso nāma rūkṣadhīḥ|| yo ’laṃ kopanivāsaś ca rāmādiṣu nirādaraḥ| 

nayajñeṣu prasannātmā satyaṃ rākṣasa eva saḥ|| 
 306 See page 162. 
 307 See page 227ff. for this possibility. 
 308 MR 5.21(129), kanyāṃ tīvraviṣaprayogaviṣamāṃ kṛtvā. 
 309 See note 98 on page 109. 
 310 Note that there is already a daughter of Nanda in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan, whom Candragupta marries. If there 

was indeed a lost tradition according to which the poison damsel was Nanda’s daughter, then the 
Pariśiṣṭaparvan has no less than three distinct mutations of the viṣakanyā episode: one involving a poison 
girl (who causes Parvataka’s death), one involving poison (administered gradually not to a girl but to 
Bindusāra), and one involving a girl (but no poison: the daughter whom Candragupta marries). 
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of the Śakaṭāla stories include a poison damsel, which is logical since none of them tell 

what happened after Candragupta’s anointment. She does, however, reappear in the 

Mudrārākṣasa tradition, mentioned briefly in Ananta’s prologue and in greater detail in the 

Mudrārākṣasa epitomes. Here she is not a natural girl, but a magical being created by 

Jīvasiddhi in an act reminiscent of Cāṇakya’s sorcery311 that terminates Nanda in the Kash-

miri Bṛhatkathā versions. 

It appears that Indian tradition knows of both versions of viṣakanyā—one created 

by dosing a girl with poison and another (also called yoganārī) brought forth by magic—as 

well as a third, a girl who is deadly on account of being born under an inauspicious con-

stellation (MODI 1929:230). The poison girl is mentioned in passing the Suśrutasaṃhitā, and 

Ḍalhaṇa’s commentary to this locus cites a verse (without ascription) according to which 

a viṣakanyā can kill by a touch or by her sweat, and in coitus makes one’s penis fall off like 

a ripe fruit from its stalk.312 PENZER (1924) follows the stories of poisonous girls (and related 

phenomena) on a grand tour of India, the Middle East and Europe, but finds no classical 

Sanskrit texts mentioning these ladies apart from those discussed herein and a brief ref-

erence in the Kathāsaritsāgara313 that prompted him to write his paper, originally an ap-

pendix to Charles Henry Tawney’s translation of the Kathāsaritsāgara. He observes (ibid. 

282, 286ff.) that there is a widespread tradition314 associating Alexander the Great with a 

poison damsel, supposedly sent to the conqueror by an Indian king (or queen). Although 

this tradition is probably no earlier than the twelfth century, it may represent yet another 

link between the viṣakanyā and the Nandas. 

                                                        
 311 See page 148 and note 288 there. 
 312 Suśrutasaṃhitā 5.1.6, viṣakanyopayogād vā kṣaṇāj jahyād asūn naraḥ; Ḍalhaṇa ad loc., uktaṃ ca—hanti spṛśantī 

svedena gamyamānā ca maithune| pakvaṃ vṛntād iva phalaṃ praśātayati mehanam iti| See also WUJASTYK 
1998:122–123. The Suśrutasaṃhitā was originally composed no later than the 3rd century BCE, but was 
heavily revised during the first half of the first millennium CE (WUJASTYK 1998:104–105); Ḍalhaṇa’s 
commentary dates from the 12th century (ibid. 21) 

 313 Kathāsaritsāgara 3.19.82, vidadhe viṣakanyāś ca sainye paṇyavilāsinīn; the story is that Yogakaraṇḍaka, the 
minister of a king named Brahmadatta, wants to hinder the progress of King Udayana’s army by all manner 
of wily methods, including sending poison maidens as strumpets to his soldiers. 

 314 Represented in the main by the Secretum Secretorum, a work spuriously ascribed to Aristotle; see PENZER 
1924:286–291 for details. 
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8. An Evolving Story 
In this part of my dissertation I have presented, analysed and compared stories 

linked to the Mudrārākṣasa, preserved in various textual traditions. My attempt to do so is 

not the first. TRAUTMANN (1971:10–67) focussed on the legend of Cāṇakya, which meets on 

many points with my present interest, but does not cover all facets of the story from the 

point of view of the Mudrārākṣasa. He reconstructs a “primitive Cāṇakya-Candragupta-

kathā” (ibid. 45–48) which, he contends, served as the basis of the Buddhist and the Jaina 

traditions and was also, at a later time, integrated into the Kashmiri Bṛhatkathā versions in 

a distorted form, made subordinate to the tale of Śakaṭāla. He lists the minimum elements 

of this primitive version as follows: 

1. The prophecy involving Cāṇakya’s teeth and their ensuing breaking; 

2. (probably) The nagging wife who sends him to get money; 

3. His humiliation and vow (probably including the untying of his hair tuft); 

4. His wanderings in the countryside; 

5. The lesson of the hot gruel; 

6. The alliance with Parvataka and the resulting victory; 

7. The pacification of the kingdom; 

8. The birth of Bindusāra; and  

9. (probably) Cāṇakya’s rivalry with Subandhu. 

I find Trautmann’s argument convincing and his conclusions plausible and in gen-

eral corroborated by the slightly larger textual corpus I have examined. I would add that 

what he calls the “primitive Cāṇakya-Candragupta-kathā” already seems to be a mature tale 

and posit that there had been an even more primitive version. The text of the Purāṇas and 

the Mahāvaṃsa may conserve this version, though it is also possible that they are heavily 

abridged summaries of the “later primitive” tale. In any case, the fabulous elements in 

Trautmann’s primitive story indicate that this version has been influenced by previously 

existing tales about despotic rulers, crafty ministers and magical brāhmaṇs. In particular, 

the story of Cāṇakya’s humiliation and revenge probably arose from that of Śakaṭāla’s (or 

Virocana’s) Revenge. Again agreeing with Trautmann, I hold that the full tale of Cāṇakya’s 

Revenge (the one Trautmann calls primitive) interbred with Śakaṭāla’s story to give birth 

to the stories of Śakaṭāla’s Revenge by Cāṇakya.  

However, we have yet to find a place for the Mudrārākṣasa in this network of leg-

ends. TRAUTMANN (1971:46) says that this play “is a consciously artistic creation and as such 

freely has recourse to invention,” but his interest lies in the story (and history) of Cāṇakya, 

so for the sake of parsimony he did not examine the Mudrārākṣasa in depth. RUBEN 

(1956:150–200) had set out precisely with this aim. He was mainly interested in the other 

versions of the legend in order to point out what Viśākhadatta borrowed from other 

sources and what in the drama was his own innovation. 
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Ruben, however, did not trouble himself with what I consider the most important 

aspect of my present work: the examination of what Viśākhadatta presumed his audience 

would know. Moreover, Ruben’s analysis seems to start out from two implicitly accepted 

axioms. One of these is that Viśākhadatta was a contemporary of Candragupta II 

Vikramāditya, which, though possible, is far from certain. The second is that the extant 

story versions are of the same age as the textual witnesses preserving them. While it is 

true that a story cannot be proven to be older than the oldest text that records it, I main-

tain that it is safe to accept (or, to put it more strongly, rash to reject) the notion that texts 

which purport to preserve ancient tradition do in fact preserve ancient tradition even if 

they had altered slightly in oral transmission before they were first committed to writ-

ing.315 Ruben’s contention (RUBEN 1956:176–177) that elements of the Buddhist and Jaina 

traditions (such as the poison damsel and Candragupta’s unquestioning obedience to 

Cāṇakya) can be traced back to the Mudrārākṣasa is in my opinion untenable. 

In order to further explore the connections between the Mudrārākṣasa and the 

Nanda legends, I have analysed the textual traditions posterior to and based on the play 

(which had already been scrutinised by both RUBEN [1956:192–201] and RAGHAVAN [1973:44–

54]). Among various partial agreements, there is a central detail on which—in spite of dis-

agreeing on a number of other points— the epitomic tradition (all of whose witnesses hail 

from the far south) tallies with some representatives of the Mudrārākṣasa scholiastic tra-

dition (represented only by northern witnesses316). This detail is the origin of the Nine 

Nandas and Candragupta, who are represented as the nine legitimate and one illegitimate 

(or at least, lower-born) sons of the elder Nanda in these works.317 This setup appears in 

none of the legends independent of the Mudrārākṣasa and provides a feasible background 

to the play, yet the implications of the play are not sufficiently explicit to make it likely 

that this setup was thought up independently by several later authors on the basis of the 

Viśākhadatta’s work. 

Another intriguing motif that recurs persistently in the Mudrārākṣasa tradition, 

yet is entirely absent from the independent traditions as well as the play itself, is the as-

sociation of various foodstuffs with Cāṇakya’s eradication of grass. In Ananta’s version 

there is a rationalising explanation attached: he uses honey (mākṣika) to attract ants which 

in turn are supposed to destroy the grass. This might be possible but sounds like quite an 

outlandish way to go about the task and would presumably work even less with gruel 

(Bikaner MS) or buttermilk (Jagaddhara and the Bengal edition). The two epitomes have a 

much more convincing version which I believe to be the origin of the above versions: he 

                                                        
 315 Thus BONGARD-LEVIN (2000:115) remarks that the Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā draws on material “predominantly based 

… on the Indian tradition” and may considered as be “one of the early Indian sources” about Candragupta 
and Cāṇakya. He also notes (ibid.) that Hemacandra “relied on very early Jaina writings.” 

 316 With the exception of the Trivandrum MS (note 240 on page 137). RAGHAVAN (1973:47–48) says nothing 
about the origin, age or script of this MS, so it may be northern or fairly modern. 

 317 See page 136ff. and particularly Table 7 on page 142. 
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does not destroy the grass with food, but annihilates it by making food out of it and con-

suming it:318 a powerful, almost cannibalistic image of revenge. 

Finally, an episode found only in the Cāṇakyakathā may shed light on a minor but 

nagging problem in the Mudrārākṣasa and could thus be old in origin in spite of the fact 

that it does not appear anywhere else in the tradition. When Cāṇakya goes to Parvataka to 

secure his alliance, Candragupta in this tale remains behind in Pāṭaliputra. The young bas-

tard prince does not, however, wait idly for Cāṇakya’s return with an army, but with 

Jīvasiddhi’s help procures another one. The Jaina monk, now a trusted member of the 

Nanda cabinet, exiles him (v. 173), then begins persecuting Śabaras (central Indian barbar-

ians) on the pretext that they are sheltering Cāṇakya (v. 175–176). Candragupta, using the 

fortune he inherited from his father,319 recruits the Śabaras, and when the time comes, 

uses them to besiege the city from another quarter.320 If such an episode had been part of 

an early story known to Viśākhadatta, it might explain why the list of tribes at the first 

siege of Pāṭaliputra (the one mounted by Candragupta and Cāṇakya against the Nandas) is 

different from those at the second siege (by Malayaketu against Candragupta).321 

In the light of such details I believe that some representatives of the Mudrārākṣasa 

tradition preserve traces of a very old story version that probably pre-dates Viśākhadatta. 

What we know for certain is that the extant texts of the traditions independent of the 

Mudrārākṣasa do not fully provide the background that Viśākhadatta took for granted, nor 

do they contain all the widely attested elements of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition that cannot 

originate from the drama itself. The inevitable conclusion is that there must once have 

existed an influential text or tradition that accounts for both. The alternative would be to 

postulate two lost texts, one known to Viśākhadatta and one known to the transmitters of 

the tradition, but the presently available evidence shows nothing in favour of adopting 

this more complex hypothesis. Therefore my conclusion is that in Viśākhadatta’s days 

there was one particular widely prevalent “mystery text” about the accession of Candra-

gupta. This text gradually dwindled in popularity over the first half of the second millen-

nium, perhaps being superseded by alternative accounts of the same historical episode, 

such as that of the Kathāsaritsāgara. This created a new demand for a prequel to the Mudrā-

rākṣasa that was more consistent with the story of the play than the tales current at this 

later time. Scholiasts obliged and supplied diverse preliminary stories,322 some elements 

                                                        
 318 In the MRNK he grinds the grass into a pap and eats it, while in the Cāṇakyakathā he first burns it, then 

drinks the ashes (presumably mixed with water). 
 319 See note 210 on page 132. 
 320 Cāṇakyakathā 194, pratyūṣa eva ca mahāpṛtanānuyātau cāṇakyaparvatanṛpau samam ekabhāge| mauryaḥ 

kirātapatisainyayuto ’nyabhāge ruddhākhilāśam atha puṣpapurīm arundhām|| The word kirāta seems to be used 
here as a synonym for śabara. 

 321 See Table 6 on page 52 for details and the surrounding text for a discussion. Śabaras only appear as a 
variant reading in the list of participants in the second siege, so the connection is tenuous. 

 322 EHRMAN 1959:133 also points out that mediaeval commentators felt a need to add preambles to the Mudrā-
rākṣasa, and observes that these preambles are not satisfactory. However, Ehrman ascribes this simply to 
the “extreme intrigue” characteristic of the play, “Драма Вишакхадатты отличается чрезвычайной 
сложностью интриги.” 
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of which may have been based on actual knowledge of the mystery text, while some were 

based on then-popular story versions and the imagination and conjecture of the scholiasts. 

A Missing Link 

The two pillars of my attempt to find out more about this lost tradition are the 

two longest and most coherent representatives of the Mudrārākṣasa tradition: the pream-

ble written by Ananta and the Cāṇakyakathā of Ravinartaka. Ananta’s tale is probably re-

lated in some degree to all the northern scholiastic prologues discussed above, and it—or 

a story version not directly derived from it yet closely related—seems to have lived on in 

north Indian paṇḍit lore at least into the twentieth century, as shown by the prologue in 

the Bengali edition, as well as the two prologues in Bhaṭṭācāryya’s (likewise Bengali) edi-

tion (see note 173 on page 125). In turn, the Cāṇakyakathā (or an earlier work of which it 

was a transcreation) appears to have been very popular in the south, as evidenced by its 

retellings by Mahādeva and Ḍhuṇḍhirāja. Thus we basically have a northern and a south-

ern tradition, which go back to a common root from which their shared motifs originate. 

The northern tradition has one more curious feature. While all the versions dis-

cussed above end where a decent Mudrārākṣasa prequel should, that is, right before the 

drama begins, the paraphrase published by WILFORD (1799:263–267) does not. It continues 

with an “alternative Mudrārākṣasa” condensed into the space of two paragraphs. The gist 

of this story is that Cāṇakya and Candanadāsa (the latter under duress) both threaten to 

immolate themselves unless Rākṣasa will consent to come over to Candragupta, which he 

at length does. While it is possible, as I hypothesised in the Prolegomena (page 26ff.), that 

this is just a garbled summary of the Mudrārākṣasa hastily regurgitated to Wilford by a 

paṇḍit, another possibility is that this alternative ending originates from the elusive lost 

text, that it comprised part of some versions Ananta’s “prologue”323 still extant at the turn 

of the 19th century, and that it has been excised from the versions now extant because it 

contradicts the well-known Mudrārākṣasa. 

Even my brief examination of Ananta’s and Ravinartaka’s texts has showed that 

both abound in lively dialogue. Also, while the former is in prose and the latter in ślokas, 

both are studded with numerous verses in longer lyrical metres. Some (probably most) of 

these would have been composed by the respective authors of these texts, while some give 

the impression of being popular subhāṣitas. A few, however, could well be relics cited ver-

batim from the mystery text. Note in particular that in Ananta’s version of Cāṇakya’s 

vow324 the brāhmaṇ describes himself as “having been anointed as the foremost of all 

scholars in this very hall.” However, no such episode has been described in Ananta’s text, 

though it does happen in some of the Buddhist versions of the legend (see note 75 on page 

                                                        
 323 Which in this case was not a prologue to the Mudrārākṣasa at all but an epitome of my mystery text. 
 324 Recounted in a śārdūlavikrīḍita stanza, see note 185 on page 128. 
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105). This inconsistency—and I believe others could be uncovered by a thorough study of 

both this text and the Cāṇakyakathā—suggests that the verse has been lifted directly from 

an older text which was summarised with omissions in the surrounding prose (or śloka) 

passages.325 

Because of the use of dialogue and lyrical verses in the epitomes, I think it likely 

that the lost text we are looking for was a drama, and believe there is a fair chance that it 

was the play called Pratijñācāṇakya, ascribed to a certain mahākavi named Bhīma. This iden-

tification is admittedly a long shot, but I know of no presently available evidence that 

would exclude it, and hope that one day something might surface from the dank and dark 

depths of manuscript collections to corroborate or disprove it. 

The existence of the Pratijñācāṇakya is known from two references by Abhinava-

gupta in his commentary on the Nāṭyaśāstra.326 One is concerned with the stock character 

called śakāra, a despicable, comical figure who speaks with a lisping accent. Abhinava re-

marks that low birth is not a requirement, for even a king may be portrayed as a śakāra, as 

for example King Vindhyaketu is portrayed in the Pratijñācāṇakya of Bhīma. He then adds 

that there are no famous śakāras born in Aryan lands.327 In the second reference the title is 

Pratibhācāṇakya328 and the author is not named, but the likelihood that this is a different 

play is negligible. Here the context is about introductory scenes (praveśaka), which may be 

used to let the audience know about events that could not feasibly have been presented 

on stage, as for example in the Pratijñācāṇakya, the Mudrārākṣasa and the Tāpasavatsarāja 

(another play with a political theme, about King Udayana).329 

The latter reference reveals little about the play, but it does to some extent cor-

roborate what the title also implies: that it is a political drama about Cāṇakya’s vow. The 

former, however, is all the more intriguing. If the Pratijñācāṇakya featured a king called 

Vindhyaketu, represented as a śakāra and thus in all likelihood a barbarian, then we have 

                                                        
 325 It must be noted at this point that the Cāṇakyakathā seems to contain no verses cited from the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. The Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā, on the other hand, does (see also page 129 and note 192 there), 
though it contains no metrical verses at all in the section preliminary to the events of the drama. The most 
likely explanation is that Mahādeva cited these verses from his copy of the Mudrārākṣasa (rather than 
finding them already there in whatever text he based his work on), but this does not exclude the 
possibility that some of the stanzas in the Cāṇakyakathā are from the mystery text. 

 326 See WARDER 1988:402. DHRUVA (1930:xxxiii n1) remarks that according to the editors of the drama 
Kundamālā, the Pratijñācāṇakya is “referred to in works on Alaṃkāra in the South.” This, however, seems to 
be a false trail. The preface to the edition of the Kundamālā referenced by Dhruva does mention the 
Pratijñācāṇakya, but only as one of a list of plays about whose existence we know from a list of alaṃkāra 
works including the Abhinavabhāratī (KAVI & SASTRI 1923:i). DHRUVA (ibid.) also notes that the Bhāvaprakāśana 
of Śāradātanaya mentions a play (without a title) in which Nanda and Candragupta appear as characters, as 
an example for the bhāsvara variety of nāṭaka. This may be a reference to the Pratijñācāṇakya. 

 327 Abhinavabhāratī ad NŚ 12.148, pratijñācāṇakye tan mahākavinā bhīmena rājāpi vindhyaketuḥ śakāra iti bhūyasā 
vyavahṛtaḥ … na cāryadeśajātiḥ śakāraḥ kaścit prasiddhaḥ. 

 328 Pratijñācāṇakya could be rendered as “Cāṇakya’s Vow” or “A Play about Cāṇakya Involving a Vow,” while 
Pratibhācāṇakya would be “The Genius of Cāṇakya”—appropriate but less convincing than the former 
variant. 

 329 Abhinavabhāratī ad NŚ 18.35, tathābhūtābhidhānayuktaś ca praveśako bāhulyena tāpasavatsarāja-
pratibhācāṇakya-mudrārākṣasādiṣu. 
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a notable connection to Malayaketu of the Mudrārākṣasa.330 Interestingly, scholars who 

have written about this connection all seem to take for granted that Vindhyaketu is anal-

ogous to Malayaketu.331 It is in my opinion beyond doubt that the Vindhyaketu of the 

Pratijñācāṇakya must correspond to Parvataka of the Mudrārākṣasa and the Cāṇakya tradi-

tion. Bhīma’s play is named after Cāṇakya’s vow, so in all likelihood it dramatises the 

events leading up to its fulfilment, probably including some preceding events, but surely 

not the events after it was fulfilled, which form the subject of the Mudrārākṣasa. Malayaketu 

(or an analogue of his) would have had no considerable role in these earlier events. Nota-

bly, he does nothing at all in any of the texts witnessing the Cāṇakya tradition except the 

Mudrārākṣasa, and there too, Viśākhadatta feels the need to introduce him to the audience 

as the son of Parvataka. Finally, there is even a slight bit of positive evidence linking the 

name Vindhyaketu to the Cāṇakya traditions: the analogue of Parvataka in the Bengali 

edition’s preamble is named Viśvaketu, which sounds reasonably similar.332 

RAMAMURTI (1930:80–81) mentions that anthologies cite stanzas ascribed to Bhīma, 

and some of these “seem to have been taken from a drama.” Unfortunately the only an-

thology to which he refers by name is the Sūktimuktāvalī.333 This collection has three cita-

tions ascribed to Bhīma, none of which seem connected to the story of Cāṇakya. All that is 

known about the date of mahākavi Bhīma is that he must predate Abhinavagupta (ca. 1000 

CE), who refers to his play. RAMAMURTI (1930) proposes to identify him with Bhīmaṭa, a king 

of Kālañjara who probably lived in the 9th century and is known from other sources to have 

composed dramas. WARDER (1988:401–402) approves of this identification but does not con-

sider it certain. Both Ramamurti and Warder assume implicitly that the Pratijñācāṇakya 

must be based on the Mudrārākṣasa and thus later than it, but I see no reason why this 

should be so, and the identification of Bhīma with Bhīmaṭa is far from convincing.334 Thus, 

while there is no positive proof that the Pratijñācāṇakya predates the Mudrārākṣasa and tells 

a story which became widely known by Viśākhadatta’s time, this assumption is in no way 

less feasible than that the Pratijñācāṇakya is a ninth-century reworking of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa.  

As an interesting aside, it might be noted that the Cāṇakya tradition lives on. 

There is a contemporary Sanskrit drama bearing the title Pratijñākauṭilya,335 which does 

precisely what I assume the Pratijñācāṇakya did, dramatising the events from the birth of 

                                                        
 330 Malayaketu’s name means “Flame of Malaya” or “Banner of Malaya.” Malaya is a famous mountain in 

South India (see also page 59); Vindhya is the name of another famous mountain (range) that separates 
South India from North India. 

 331 Thus e.g. RAMAURTI 1930:81, RAGHAVAN 1973:54 and WARDER 1988:402. 
 332 And would look even more similar in many Indic scripts, where the n of Vindhyaketu could be represented 

by an easy-to-lose anusvāra, and dh is often indistinguishable from v. 
 333 See page 190. 
 334 Against this identification it might be noted that the Sūktimuktāvalī contains a stanza ascribed to Bhīmaṭa 

beside the three ascribed to Bhīma mentioned above. 
 335 VAKULABHUSHANAM 1968. The English foreword to the play was written by V. Raghavan. 
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the nine Nandas to the coronation of Candragupta. The plot seems to be based on the 

southern epitome tradition, and the cast of characters includes among others the old king 

Sarvārthasiddhi and his lowborn son Maurya, as well as Parvateśvara 336  and his son 

Malayaketu. The Candrābhiṣeka of Bāṇeśvara337 may also be an early modern witness to this 

tradition. 

The Advanced Cāṇakya-Candragupta-kathā 

Since it appears that Viśākhadatta expected his audience to be familiar with a 

particular version of the Cāṇakya legend which cannot have been identical to any of the 

stories handed down to us along lines of transmission not associated with the Mudrā-

rākṣasa, I now attempt to reconstruct an “advanced Cāṇakya-Candragupta-kathā” that could 

have served as the background for the Mudrārākṣasa. This hypothetical ur-text may have 

been the Pratijñācāṇakya itself or may have served as its basis. The grounds for my recon-

struction include on the one hand explicit allusions in the Mudrārākṣasa to details also de-

scribed in one or more independent traditions, and on the other hand vague allusions in 

the Mudrārākṣasa to details consistently found in several witnesses of the tradition associ-

ated with the play. In the following paragraphs bold emphasis marks statements that are 

quite certain, while the more dubious parts are printed in plain letters. 

An old king named Nanda ruled in Pāṭaliputra. He may have been a good king and 

a positive character in the narrative, but my intuition is that he was probably presented 

as a neutral or negative figure. He had a clever minister whose name was probably either 

Rākṣasa or Subandhu (or both). He may have attained his position by solving riddles. He 

too, like Nanda, may have been portrayed as positive or neutral, but I believe he was a 

fiendish figure and was named Rākṣasa to highlight this. A member of the royal family was 

called Sarvārthasiddhi. This may have been the old king himself or, more probably, his 

brother or uncle. 

The Elder Nanda had nine legitimate sons and an illegitimate one. The nine legit-

imate sons may have had the same mother (probably called Sunandā) or may have been 

half-brothers by three different mothers. The illegitimate son’s mother was called Murā, 

may or may not have been married to the king, but was certainly inferior in rank to the 

mother(s) of the legitimate sons. The legitimate sons were referred to collectively as the 

Nine Nandas, and the illegitimate son was known as Maurya, as well as probably by his 

personal name Candragupta. He was a very talented child and may well have been the 

firstborn son of the elder Nanda. 

The Elder Nanda died or retired, handing the kingdom over to his nine legitimate 

sons who probably devised (with the collaboration of Rākṣasa) a scheme to rule in turns. 

They became despotic rulers and they treated Maurya badly. He may have served for some 

                                                        
 336 Described as a Turuṣka, i.e. Turkish king. 
 337 See note 14 on page 28. 
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time as the general of the armies, but the Nandas imprisoned him on false charges of trea-

son, probably with Rākṣasa as their accomplice. He was later released (or, less likely, he 

died in prison but his son Candragupta was released) because his help was needed in solv-

ing a politically important riddle, and was thereafter assigned to a job of no consequence, 

probably becoming the overseer of the soup kitchen.  

One day he encountered Cāṇakya, a brāhmaṇ who had come to receive a donation 

(probably just a free lunch) from the Nandas and was at the moment busy liquidating 

grass, probably by uprooting, grinding and ingesting it. He explained that he was doing so 

because the grass had pricked his foot. Maurya befriended Cāṇakya and invited him to the 

palace, expecting a quarrel between the arrogant kings and the arrogant brāhmaṇ. 

Cāṇakya took a seat at high table and the Nandas, ineluctably, ousted him, possibly giving 

the foremost seat to Rākṣasa. He unknotted his tuft and swore not to tie it again until he 

has uprooted the Nandas like so much grass. 

He offered the throne to Maurya (or his son Candragupta) and left the capital, 

with or without the bastard prince. Cāṇakya sought alliance with Parvataka, the barbarian 

ruler of a mountainous region, promising him half the kingdom in return for his armed 

forces. Parvataka was probably a reluctant vassal of the Nandas, and his personal name 

may have been Vindhyaketu. Maurya/Candragupta may have accompanied Cāṇakya or 

stayed behind in Pāṭaliputra to make another alliance with a barbarian chieftain living 

closer to the mainland. They besieged and captured Pāṭaliputra, and Cāṇakya anointed 

Candragupta as king. The Nandas died in the battle, but their minister survived and pre-

tended to accept the new king. As a token of his submission he sent him a poison damsel. 

Cāṇakya found out what she was and persuaded Candragupta to present her to Parvataka, 

thus eliminating him and his claim of half the kingdom. The story may have ended with a 

brief epilogue in which Cāṇakya persuaded or forced Rākṣasa to become Candragupta’s 

minister in truth, then retired to the forest. 
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1. Literary Connections 

The Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa 

KONOW (1914:67) remarks that Viśākhadatta beyond doubt imitated Bhāsa,1 par-

ticularly his Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa. This play, like the Mudrārākṣasa, is one of the very 

few political dramas known in Sanskrit literature, but lighter in tone. As its title suggests, 

it is about the vows of minister Yaugandharāyaṇa: one (made in the first act) to free King 

Udayana, who has been captured by his enemy King Pradyota, and another (made in the 

third act) to obtain Pradyota’s daughter (with whom the captive Udayana has fallen in 

love) as wife for his king.2 Though Udayana and his lady, interestingly, never appear on 

stage and their story is known only from reports, the romantic subplot is definitely a key 

component of this play, unlike the Mudrārākṣasa which has no room whatsoever for such 

frivolities. 

The Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa is one of the Trivandrum plays and is generally con-

sidered to be (or at least to be closely based on) a genuine work of Bhāsa.3 The features 

that KONOW (1914:67) sees as common with the Mudrārākṣasa are mostly generic plot ele-

ments, such as a solemn vow,4 the featuring of spies and disguised agents and the use of 

coded messages.5 He mentions one particular similarity, “the comparison of dependents 

without affection to a wife.” The Pratijñā says that King Pradyota’s army, though huge, is 

                                                        
 1 BYRSKI (1986:651) phrased the same opinion more cautiously: “there can be but a very little doubt about the 

great influence which the dramas ascribed to Bhāsa exerted upon Viśākhadatta.” 
 2 See WOOLNER & SARUP 1930:1–4 for a plot summary. 
 3 The thirteen Trivandrum plays were discovered in 1910 by T. Gaṇapati Śāstrī. Some or all of them may 

originally have been written by Bhāsa, but all are probably later adaptations geared for Keralan theatrical 
performances. There is no failsafe reason to assume that all thirteen are by the same original author. 
According to DASGUPTA (1947:101–109) the Svapnavāsavadatta is generally accepted as Bhāsa’s, because 
several Sanskrit poetical works refer to it as such (though note that none of the stanzas cited in such works 
from Bhāsa’s Svapnavāsavadatta is found in the Trivandrum version). The Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa is also 
considered to be Bhāsa’s, partly because the 7th-century poetician Bhāmaha criticises Bhāsa for a particular 
scene, and the PY includes a scene that fits Bhāmaha’s description. The fragmentary Cārudatta is also held 
by several scholars to be genuine, while the remaining ten plays—all significantly shorter and deemed 
poorer in literary merit—are of more dubious origin. UNNI (2001:119) considers the Cārudatta to be a later 
abridgement of the Mṛcchakaṭika and accepts only the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa and the Svapnavāsavadatta as 
probably Bhāsa’s (ibid. 350). 

 4 Yaugandharāyaṇa’s vows are the keystone of the PY and have no similarity whatsoever to Cāṇakya’s vow, 
which is only alluded to but not represented on stage in the Mudrārākṣasa (see page 145 for more about 
Cāṇakya’s vow). 

 5 In the third act of the PY Yaugandharāyaṇa disguises himself as a madman and through seemingly 
nonsensical ranting informs his associates of the latest developments and instructs them. In the Mudrā-
rākṣasa, one of Rākṣasa’s agents is refused entry to the minister’s house so he asks the doorkeeper to 
convey a poem to Rākṣasa, from which the latter (but not the doorman) learns that a spy has arrived to 
make his report. The two scenes have nothing in common except “the curious use of a kind of argot in 
order to convey a hidden meaning” (KONOW 1914:67). 
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useless because it lacks devotion to the king and is therefore but a wife,6 that is, presuma-

bly, a dependent who needs looking after but cannot be relied on.7 The same idea does 

indeed occur in the Mudrārākṣasa,8 where Cāṇakya explains that Rākṣasa must willingly 

accept a ministerial post under Candragupta, for a bhṛtya9 is only useful to his lord if he 

possesses all three of intelligence, bravery and devotion—otherwise he is a wife. There is 

a small but basic difference between the two (aside from the fact that one is about armies 

and the other about ministers): the Mudrārākṣasa also explicitly says that a devoted, but 

stupid and timid bhṛtya is included among those who are in fact wives. More important, 

however, is the fact that this sententious classification smacks of a proverb, and its use in 

the Mudrārākṣasa may not be altogether original to Viśākhadatta (see page 193). 

TIEKEN (1993) turned the table on the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa and argued that this 

play in its present form is a pastiche cobbled together around the turn of the 8th century, 

incorporating elements borrowed from the Mattavilāsa and the Mudrārākṣasa (ibid. 18, 24). 

He pointed out in particular the rivalry of the ministers Yaugandharāyaṇa and 

Bharatarohaka in the Pratijñā as paralleling the competition of Rākṣasa and Cāṇakya (ibid. 

18). He did, however, note (ibid. 18) that the “influence” of the Mudrārākṣasa “is signifi-

cantly better integrated in the play than was the case with the Mattavilāsa-scene,” and so 

“it may already have been part of the earlier play … if such an earlier play indeed existed.” 

AHLBORN (2007:158–163) reviews the arguments in favour of the Pratijñā being a patchwork 

composition and considers them insufficient, concluding that the drama is coherent as it 

stands. Whether or not the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa as we know it was written by Bhāsa, 

there is a strong possibility that there was a very early drama about this story, with which 

Viśākhadatta was familiar and from which he drew inspiration. Nonetheless, I do not think 

that there are direct textual connections between the two plays, nor would I call either an 

“imitation” of the other. Both plays feature the paraphernalia of cloak-and-dagger in-

trigue simply because that is their theme.10 

The Mṛcchakaṭika 

The Mṛcchakaṭika, ascribed to King Śūdraka, was probably reworked extensively 

sometime in the 5th century or later.11 An incomplete version of it is found, with the title 

                                                        
 6 PY 1.4, sarvaṃ hi sainyam anurāgam ṛte kalatram. 
 7 It is rather queer that the criterion based on which one qualifies as a wife is the lack of love, but note on 

the one hand that kalatra (a neuter noun) is a rather abstract term meaning the “office” of a wife (as 
something every husband must have) rather than her person, and on the other hand that political 
correctness was not really in vogue in ancient India. 

 8 MR 1.14, prajñāvikramabhaktayaḥ samuditā yeṣāṃ guṇā bhūtaye| te bhṛtyā nṛpateḥ kalatram itare saṃpatsu 
cāpatsu ca|| 

 9 I.e. in this context, a minister; see note 79 on page 45. 
 10 Thus, calling Viśākhadatta an imitator of Bhāsa would be like, say, calling Agatha Christie an imitator of Sir 

Arthur Conan Doyle because she too wrote novels featuring cunning murderers and even more cunning 
detectives. 

 11 See ACHARYA 2009:xx–xxvi for an up-to-date overview of the theories about the history of the Mṛcchakaṭika. 
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Cārudatta, among the Trivandrum plays ascribed to Bhāsa.12 This is most likely not a part 

of the ur-text that became redacted into the Mṛcchakaṭika, but rather another later adap-

tation, possibly of that ur-text, to a Keralan stage. The age of the original version remains 

uncertain, but a 3rd-century dating is widely accepted.  

There is a conspicuous parallelism in the prologues of the Mṛcchakaṭika and the 

Mudrārākṣasa. In the former the sūtradhāra introduces the play and the legendary author, 

then complains of being exhausted and hungry and returns home to see if there is any 

food: 

Hm! Oh! With the music going on so long every part of my body has withered 
like dry lotus stalks. So I’m going home to find out if my wife has prepared any food 
or not. (He walks about and glances around.) […] Strange! What an odd state the 
house is in! […] Maybe some treasure of our ancestors has surfaced? Or perhaps it’s 
me deluded by this hunger, seeing the whole world full of food? Probably there’s 
no breakfast in our house, and it’s the hunger that is killing me. Everything seems 
different here. One of the girls is mixing makeup; the other is stringing garlands. 
(He reflects.) What’s all this? OK, I’ll call my wife and learn the truth.13 

It eventually turns out that the wife has heard from someone that today is a spe-

cial day, and she is keeping a fast and organising a feast for brāhmaṇs, supposedly to make 

sure that she will have the same husband in her next birth. Mollified, the sūtradhāra goes 

off in search of a brāhmaṇ to invite and meets Maitreya, the vidūṣaka of the play and friend 

of the hero Cārudatta. He invites the brāhmaṇ, but the latter refuses saying that he has 

other engagements. The sūtradhāra goes off to continue his search, while Maitreya remains 

on the stage to commence the play in earnest. 

Compare this scene with the slightly simpler overture of the Mudrārākṣasa, where 

too the sūtradhāra, returning home after announcing the show, finds the place topsy-turvy 

with festive preparations. He decides to call his wife and ask her, learning that she has 

invited brāhmaṇs for a feast. Subsequently the stage is taken over by Cāṇakya. Particularly 

interesting is the detail about mixing makeup and stringing garlands, mentioned briefly 

in the Mṛcchakaṭika but elaborated into light verse in the Mudrārākṣasa and followed 

promptly in both by the decision to summon the wife.14 This bit is missing in the Cārudatta, 

though the basic elements—the sūtradhāra’s hunger, the sight of festive preparations, the 

thought that he may be seeing things, and the summoning of his wife—are all present.15 

This implies that the two prologues may have interacted repeatedly, with an archaic 

                                                        
 12 See note 3 above. 
 13 ACHARYA 2009:9–11. 
 14 Mṛcchakaṭika after 1.8, ekkā vaṇṇaaṃ pīsedi, avarā sumaṇāo gumphedi. (vicintya) kiṃ ṇedaṃ? bhodu, kudumbiṇiṃ 

saddāvia paramatthaṃ jāṇissam. Compare MR 1.4 and after, vahati jalam iyaṃ pinaṣṭi gandhān iyam iyam 
udgrathate srajo vicitrāḥ| musalam idam iyaṃ ca pātakāle muhur anuyāti kalena huṃkṛtena|| bhavatu. kuṭumbinīm 
āhūya pṛcchāmi. 

 15 Cārudatta before 1.1, kiṇ ṇu khu saṃvidhā vihidā? ādu bubhukkhāe odaṇamaaṃ via jīvaḷoaṃ pekkhāmi? jāva 
ayyaṃ saddāvemi. 
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Cārudatta play lacking this detail, followed by the Mudrārākṣasa’s tweaked and elaborated 

prologue. Finally, the extant Mṛcchakaṭika perhaps borrowed this detail back from the 

Mudrārākṣasa and further elaborated the archaic prologue in a different manner, accentu-

ating the sūtradhāra’s dilemma that he is perhaps having delusions because of his hunger. 

Actually, the tableau of maids grinding pigments and threading garlands is a bit out of 

tune with “seeing the whole world full of food”—perhaps another indication that the 

maids have crept over into the Mṛcchakaṭika from the Mudrārākṣasa where the verse de-

scribing them is seamlessly connected to its context. 

As the Mudrārākṣasa approaches its dénouement, parallelisms with the Mṛc-

chakaṭika16 become apparent once again. A ramshackle park (jīrṇodyāna) is featured in both 

as a turning point. In the Mṛcchakaṭika this is where Cārudatta is to have a date with the 

heroine Vasantasenā, and where the villainous śakāra Saṃsthānaka strangles the lady, 

subsequently to accuse Cārudatta of murdering her. In the Mudrārākṣasa the decrepit gar-

den is where Rākṣasa learns of the impending execution of Candanadāsa and decides to 

save him by offering himself in exchange. Both Cārudatta (after being framed and sen-

tenced for murder17) and Candanadāsa are conducted to the execution grounds by a pair 

of cāṇḍāla executioners who shout at the crowd of sympathetic onlookers to get out of the 

way. Both wear a special garland as the mark of a man to be executed.18 Both take a tearful 

farewell of their young son, and both are eventually saved from death by the unexpected 

arrival of another person: Vasantasenā (who has miraculously survived Saṃsthānaka’s at-

tack) and Rākṣasa. 

ANTANI (1922:50) claims that Viśākhadatta “set the Mṛichchhakaṭika as a model be-

fore him in arranging his plot” without citing any particular reason why he thinks so. In a 

rather acerbic reply, CHARPENTIER (1923:591) briefly mentions the similarities described 

above, noting that if Viśākhadatta did imitate anything, it was more likely an earlier ver-

sion of the Cārudatta play than the Mṛcchakaṭika, and concluding that he saw no “any ur-

gent necessity for assuming here an imitation on one side or the other.” While I agree that 

the term “imitation,” with its judgmental overtones, should not be applied here, I am con-

vinced that Viśākhadatta knew some form of this play, was inspired by it, and consciously 

utilised some features it, presenting them with a twist of his own. The premeditated use 

of intertextuality is particularly noteworthy at the beginning of the Mudrārākṣasa, where 

Viśākhadatta clearly employs the allusion to whatever Cārudatta play he and his audience 

knew to play a little joke on the spectators. He lulls them into anticipating a romantic 

                                                        
 16 The incompletely preserved Cārudatta ends before this point. 
 17 DEVASTHALI (1948:144n21) also observes that the scene of Cārudatta’s trial (in Act 9 of the Mṛcchakaṭika) is 

similar to the confrontation of Malayaketu and Rākṣasa (in Act 5 of the Mudrārākṣasa). Indeed, in both cases 
an innocent man is judged guilty after the presentation several items of fabricated evidence including 
some jewellery, but the resemblance is in my opinion too vague to qualify as an instance of intertextuality. 

 18 In the Mṛcchakaṭika (e.g. ) this garland is called vadhyamālā and is said to be made of karavīra (oleander) 
flowers; in the Mudrārākṣasa the term is vadhyasraj. I know of no other occurrence of these terms (or a 
further synonym). 
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comedy along the lines of that play, then unexpectedly disrupts the developing mood with 

harsh yelling offstage and the terrifying entry of the sternly looming figure of Cāṇakya 

instead of a bumbling vidūṣaka. 

Kālidāsa and the Raghuvaṃśa 

It is my impression19 that Viśākhadatta must have been familiar with the works 

of Kālidāsa. The way in which certain moments of the Mudrārākṣasa remind the reader of 

Kālidāsa is best illustrated by a verse of the Mudrārākṣasa, where Malayaketu, full of heroic 

zeal, announces the command to begin the siege of Pāṭaliputra: 

gauḍīnāṃ lodhradhūlīparimaladhavalān dhūmrayantaḥ kapolān 

kliśnantaḥ kṛṣṇimānaṃ bhramarakulanibhaṃ kuñcitasyālakasya| 

pāṃśustambhā balānāṃ turagakhurapuṭakṣodalabdhātmalābhāḥ 

śatrūṇām uttamāṅge gajamadasalilacchinnamūlāḥ patantu||20 

The cheeks of eastern belles, bright with lodhra powder — 
let them be darkened, 

the glossy blackness of their curly tresses, like a swarm of bees— 
let it be clouded, 

as the crushing hooves of the horses of my troops bring into being 
pillars of dust 

which, cut at the root by the ichor streaming from my elephants, 
shall fall on my enemies’ heads. 

The image in the second half of the verse—pillars of dust raised into the sky by 

the army, but cut at the roots by the rut fluid streaming from the maddened elephants—is 

quite unusual, yet (as pointed out by CHARPENTIER 1923:592) very similar to one in the 

Raghuvaṃśa: 

sa cchinnamūlaḥ kṣatajena reṇus tasyopariṣṭāt pavanāvadhūtaḥ| 

aṅgāraśeṣasya hutāśanasya pūrvotthito dhūma ivābabhāse||21 

That dust, cut at the root by blood and whisked by the wind above, 
seemed like smoke that had risen from a fire reduced to embers. 

Here it is blood (squirting from wounds in a battle) that cuts the root of the dust 

cloud, which in turn is likened to a plume of smoke. The simile is more complex (with the 

red blood near the ground comparable to the embers of a dying fire), whereas the Mudrā-

rākṣasa uses a simpler metaphor for the dust itself, but this is just part of a much more 

                                                        
 19 Along with DHRUVA 1930:xviii—as well as probably a number of other scholars who did not express this in 

so many words. 
 20 MR 5.23(131). 
 21 Raghuvaṃśa 7.43. 
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complex picture in which the pillars of dust, their bases removed, topple down as if to 

crush the enemy. In the first half of the verse, the simile of a swarm of bees for tresses of 

hair is commonplace in Sanskrit poetry, and the use of lodhra22 powder to whiten the com-

plexion of ladies was probably a widespread practice.23 But there is another motif in this 

verse that is common with the Raghuvaṃśa: there too the dust of an army (not the one that 

was cut at the root) is likened to powder in the hair of ladies (presumably lighter and duller 

in colour than the hair itself).24 

On a more generic level, Rākṣasa’s lyrical description of the ramshackle garden 

(MR 6.11–13) is rather reminiscent of the way Canto 16 of the Raghuvaṃśa describes the 

town of Ayodhyā, abandoned, dilapidated and in mourning for its departed ruler. In par-

ticular the latter’s description25 of pillars carved in the likeness of women, which have lost 

their coats of paint and are dressed only in the sloughs of snakes rubbed off on them, is 

comparable with a very similar image in the Mudrārākṣasa that is turned into a metaphor 

of compassion rather than merely desolation: snakes sigh as they bind the wounds of trees 

with strips of their sloughed-off skins.26 

A third point of contact between the Mudrārākṣasa and the Raghuvaṃśa has been 

mentioned by several scholars,27 though none of them claim that Viśākhadatta is copying 

Kālidāsa in this case. Indeed, the idea that a victorious king should be compared to the 

Varāha avatāra of Viṣṇu is certainly a product of zeitgeist,28 and even though it appears in 

both the Mudrārākṣasa29 and the Raghuvaṃśa,30 there is no reason to believe that the author 

of the former borrowed it from the latter.31 It is therefore wise to keep in mind Charpen-

tier’s cautionary words: „One might fain believe that the same time begets with different 

authors the same ideas.”32 However, even though explicit cases of intertextuality between 

                                                        
 22 Symplocos racemosa, a tree the bark of which is ground into a light-coloured powder and applied as a paste 

to skin (PANDANUS s. v. lodhra) 
 23 There may be another reference to in Raghuvaṃśa 3.2, śarīrasādād asamagrabhūṣaṇā mukhena sālakṣyata 

lodhrapāṇḍunā| tanuprakāśena viceyatārakā prabhātakalpā śaśineva śarvarī|| (So only in Mallinātha’s text; the 
verse is quite different in Vallabhadeva where her face is ketakapattrapāṇḍu, pale as a kewra leaf. Since the 
lady is having a difficult pregnancy, a pale face is perhaps more appropriate than a powdered one, though 
Mallinātha’s text could also be interpreted to mean “pale as if with lodhra [powder]”.) Another literary 
occurrence (among, probably, many) is in Śiśupālavadha 4.8, vilambinīlotpalakarṇapūrā kapolabhittīr iva 
lodhragaurīḥ. 

 24 Raghuvaṃśa 4.48, bhayotsṛṣṭavibhūṣāṇāṃ tena keralayoṣitām| alakeṣu camūreṇuś cūrṇapratinidhīkṛtaḥ|| 
 25 Raghuvaṃśa 16.17 stambheṣu yoṣitpratiyātanānām utkrāntavarṇakramadhūsarāṇām| stanottarīyāṇi bhavanti 

saṅgān nirmokapaṭṭāḥ phaṇibhir vimuktāḥ|| 
 26 MR 6.12(144), kṣatāṅgīnāṃ … svanirmokacchedaiḥ paricitaparikleśakṛpayā śvasantaḥ śākhānāṃ vraṇam iva 

nibadhnanti phaṇinaḥ|| 
 27 CHARPENTIER 1923:589; DE 1947:263n; DEVASTHALI 1948:12. 
 28 See also page 46. 
 29 In the concluding verse of the play, see page 38. 
 30 Raghuvaṃśa 7.56, rathī niṣaṅgī kavacī dhanuṣmān dṛptaḥ sa rājanyakam ekavīraḥ | nivārayām āsa mahāvarāhaḥ 

kalpakṣayodvṛttam ivārṇavāmbhaḥ|| 
 31 Similarly, the partial agreement of Viśākhadatta’s barbarian tribes with the peoples of the north-western 

marches described in the Raghuvaṃśa (see page 50ff.), definitely has more to do with the objective world 
surrounding the two poets than with intertextuality. 

 32 CHARPENTIER 1923:589; recall that he believed both Kālidāsa and Viśākhadatta to have been active in late 
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Viśākhadatta’s and Kālidāsa’s works are few and not very conspicuous, I feel that Kālidāsa 

must have been there among the elders whose work Viśākhadatta had studied and drawn 

inspiration from.33 It is probably also no accident that the Mudrārākṣasa, like all three 

known plays of Kālidāsa, features a pair of panegyrists who recite verses in praise of the 

king from behind the scenes (never actually appearing on stage). However, in a typically 

Viśākhadattan twist, one of the minstrels in his play is in fact an agent planted by Rākṣasa 

in Candragupta’s court. 

The Kaumudīmahotsava 

There is an interesting Sanskrit drama called the Kaumudīmahotsava, which has a 

number of parallels with the Mudrārākṣasa on various levels. Unfortunately, practically 

nothing is known for certain about this play, preserved in a single southern palm leaf man-

uscript no older than the 18th century (SASTRI 1952:4) and published in two editions.34 Even 

the title is uncertain, assigned to the play on the basis of the colophon of its manuscript 

but not mentioned within the text itself. 

The hero of this play is a prince named Kalyāṇavarman, the late-born son of King 

Sundaravarman of the Magadhakula, “the Magadhan dynasty” in Kusumapura.35 Before 

his birth, the king had adopted a boy named Caṇḍasena, who lost his status as heir to the 

kingdom upon the birth of Kalyāṇavarman. Caṇḍasena married a Licchavi princess, and 

with the aid of a Licchavi army conquered the capital and seized the throne. The young 

prince Kalyāṇavarman was spirited away to a forest hermitage and raised there. 

Sundaravarman’s minister Mantragupta and his general Kuñjaraka remained behind in 

the capital, professing fealty to Caṇḍasena but secretly endeavouring to restore Kalyāṇa-

varman to the throne. This is where the action of the play begins. When Kalyāṇavarman 

comes of age, Kuñjaraka foments a barbarian uprising, so Caṇḍasena must leave the capital 

to quell the rebels. Meanwhile, Mantragupta secretly tells the town council that Kalyāṇa-

varman lives and persuades them to support his claim. He also arranges an alliance with 

the king of the Yādavas, whose daughter Kalyāṇavarman had met in the ashram, falling in 

love with her. Finally, the prince is summoned back to take the throne and is married to 

the princess; the play, according to its prologue, is presented at the Moonlight Festival 

celebrating his coronation and marriage. 

                                                        
imperial Gupta times, see page 34. The observation holds even if the two authors were not quite 
contemporaneous. Another remark by CHARPENTIER (ibid. 592) is also very relevant in my opinion: “But who 
could tell whether Kālidāsa or Viśākhadatta is here the imitator or the imitated? Still, one might probably 
feel inclined to ascribe the priority to the greater poet of the two.” 

 33 See also page 181 for more parallel details. 
 34 The earlier one was published by Rāmakrishṇa Kavi and S. K. Rāmnāth Shāstri in 1929; I have had access 

only to the later edition (SASTRI 1952), which WARDER (1983:427) describes as “a very sloppy piece of work.” 
 35 I.e. Pāṭaliputra, see note 190 on page 67. 
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The background to the plot seems like a strange version—or more accurately, in-

version—of the background of the Mudrārākṣasa. Candragupta, the hero of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa, is very much like Caṇḍasena, the villain of the Kaumudīmahotsava: both are sons-

and-yet-not-sons of the old king who allies with mountain-dwelling barbarians to conquer 

the capital. Both dramas have a prince who flees the capital where his life is in danger: the 

hero Kalyāṇavarman in the Kaumudīmahotsava and Malayaketu in the Mudrārākṣasa. Both 

have a faithful minister of the old king, who remains in the capital as a partisan: Mantra-

gupta, the advisor of the ultimately victorious hero in the former and Rākṣasa, the cham-

pion of a lost cause in the latter. There are also a few similarities between the two dramas 

on the basic level of the text itself, but before discussing these, we must examine the issue 

of chronology. 

The date of this drama is extremely vague. JAYASWAL (1931:50–52) opines, mainly 

on the basis of its simple style, that it was a very early play, though “nearer Kālidāsa’s time 

than that of Bhāsa.” PIRES (1934:25–35) accepts Jayaswal’s ideas and holds the play to be an 

important source on the early history of the Maukhari dynasty, the kings of which origi-

nated from Magadha and had names ending with varman. No known Maukhari ruler was 

called either Sundaravarman or Kalyāṇavarman, but Pires theorises that the former could 

have reigned around the turn of the fourth century. The main basis for this is the idea put 

forth originally by JAYASWAL (1931:54) that Caṇḍasena in the play is in fact Candragupta I 

(of the Gupta dynasty; reign ca. 319–350), whose name sounds similar enough and who 

certainly married a Licchavi princess and was consolidated in his power with the aid of 

that clan. 

WINTERNITZ (1936:360) considers the play to be “probably later” than the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. CHATTOPADHYAYA (1938:582–582) agrees with Winternitz and reiterates that the plot 

of the Kaumudīmahotsava was influenced by the Mudrārākṣasa.36  More convincing than 

vague resemblances is his observation (ibid. 591–593) that the opening verse of the play, 

an invocation to Śiva, describes the god as “spreading, as it were, … the knowledge that 

cuts the knot of duality” and “solidly grounded in the exposition of brahman.”37 This could 

hardly be anything but a reference to the founder of monist Vedānta philosophy and the 

most famous commentator on the Brahmasūtra: Śaṅkarācārya, whose widest age bracket 

Chattopadhyaya gives as 650 to 800 CE. He concludes that the Kaumudīmahotsava cannot 

be earlier than 700 CE. GUPTA (1974:134–135) accepts Chattopadhyaya’s dating and points 

out that the author need not have based it on contemporary events. He does not offer an 

                                                        
 36 As well as by a number of other literary works, resemblances to which had been pointed out earlier by 

Dasharatha Sharma and D. R. Mankad; for references see CHATTOPADHYAYA 1938:593. 
 37 Kaumudīmahotsava 1.1, nānātva-granthi-bhettrīṃ dhiyam iva vikiran dantakānticchalena brahmavyākhyāna-

niṣṭhas tava bhavatu tamaḥkṛttaye kṛttivāsāḥ|| The first of the two translated phrases is adopted from 
Chattopadhyaya, who also attempts to find śliṣṭa meanings applicable to Śaṇkarācārya in the first half of 
the verse, not cited here. 
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opinion on which, if any, historical persons were behind it, and altogether dismisses the 

Kaumudīmahotsava as a historical source. 

The question of the date is intertwined with the similarly problematic question 

of the identity of the author, who is named in the prologue of the play. However, the locus 

is unfortunately damaged in the single known manuscript.38 The author seems to have 

been a woman, possibly Vijjikā or Vijjakā,39 stanzas ascribed to whom are preserved in sev-

eral anthologies.40 This Vijjakā in turn may have been identical to Vijayabhaṭṭārikā, wife 

of Candrāditya, the eldest son of Pulakeśin II (r. 609–642) of the Bādāmi Cālukya dynasty.41 

On the basis of this identification, Sakuntala Rao Sastri42 conjectures that she may have 

originated from the north and perhaps composed the play there before her marriage. She 

attempts to identify the Varmans of the play as predecessors of a certain Sūryavarman of 

Magadha,43 and Caṇḍasena as Ādityasena of the later Gupta dynasty.44 On the other hand, 

WARDER (1983:428–429) rejects the idea that the author of the verses ascribed to Vijjakā 

could be identical to that of the Kaumudīmahotsava, which (on stylistic grounds) he consid-

ers very early. 

I believe that Chattopadhyaya’s argument based on Śaṇkarācārya is irrefutable. I 

should also note that Śaṅkara would probably not have been equated so directly with Śiva 

in the play if he had been alive or recently deceased at the time of its composition.45 It is 

therefore quite safe to conclude that the Kaumudīmahotsava is considerably later than the 

Mudrārākṣasa (whatever the exact date of each), and any notable resemblances between 

the two can be attributed to the author’s familiarity with Viśākhadatta’s play.46 The global 

similarity of the two plot backgrounds may be a consequence of this, but given that such 

scenarios are likely to have occurred time and again in history, the story of the 

                                                        
 38 Kaumudīmahotsava after 1.3, asyaiva rājñaḥ samatītaṃ caritam adhikṛtya ××kayā nibaddhaṃ nāṭakam … 
 39 JAYASWAL 1931:50n, on the contrary, sees the clue to the author’s name in Kaumudīmahotsava 1.3, kṛṣṇaśārāṃ 

kaṭākṣeṇa kṛṣīvalakiśorikā| karoty eṣā karāgreṇa karṇe kalamamañjarīm|| and interprets this to mean that the 
play was composed by Kiśorikā daughter of Kṛṣīvala. 

 40 See WARDER 1983:421–427. 
 41 See SASTRI 1952:10–12 for details. Sastri is sadly negligent in giving credit to scholars whose opinions she 

cites. The identification may have been first proposed by KANE 1923:xli. 
 42 SASTRI 1952:12–16. 
 43 This ruler is mentioned in the Sirpur stone inscription of the time of Mahāśivagupta and is supposed to 

have lived “around the 8th century A.D.” (LAL 1912:185); PIRES (1934:86) says he cannot be identical to the 
one Sūryavarman known in the Maukhari dynasty, but may have been a later member of that dynasty not 
known from other sources.  

 44 Known to have ruled around 666 CE; his granddaughter was given in marriage to a Licchavi ruler (SASTRI 
1952:14–15). The word caṇḍa, “fierce,” also means “Sun,” one of the most common meanings of āditya. 

 45 The possibility remains, of course, that the body of the play itself is much older and the opening verse is an 
extraneous nāndī added at a later time. 

 46 Also, though this is a subjective opinion, the Mudrārākṣasa is unquestionably a masterpiece and esteemed 
as such by Indian audiences through the ages, whereas the Kaumudīmahotsava appears to be a mediocre 
play which has sunk into deserved obscurity. Even if the latter were truly early, as WARDER (1983:428–429) 
claims it must be, the scenario in which it serves as a source of inspiration and information for Viśākha-
datta is much less plausible than its converse. 
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Kaumudīmahotsava is more likely to be based on historical tales than directly on the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. 

To return to similarities on the local level, first of all a Moonlight Festival is an 

important event in both plays, and in both it takes place soon after the coronation of a 

new king, obviously serving to boost his popularity among the common folk. In the 

Kaumudīmahotsava it is the occasion of the presentation of the play47  and provides its 

(tentative) title, while in the Mudrārākṣasa its banning by Cāṇakya (in spite of the fact that 

it is meant to mollify subjects resentful of Candragupta’s coup48) is an opportunity for his 

pretended falling out with the king. The theme of the Kaumudīmahotsava festival is obvi-

ously the end of the monsoon, the viewing of the full moon whose brightness is no longer 

marred by cloud nor haze, and the enjoyment of the clear, but still warm night of early 

autumn. It appears from the Mudrārākṣasa that the date of the festival is the full-moon day 

of the month of Kārttika (October–November).49 

The proclamations announcing the planned festival in the two dramas also sound 

almost like echoes of one another. In the Kaumudīmahotsava a voice from behind the scenes 

calls on the citizens to let them know that the minister has ordered a great festival, while 

in the Mudrārākṣasa Candragupta’s seneschal instructs the officials in charge of the 

Sugāṅga palace that the king wants the festive decorations to begin.50 This same locus in 

the Mudrārākṣasa has another point of contact with the Kaumudīmahotsava: the Sugāṅga 

palace in Pāṭaliputra. As I have shown above (page 68), the name appears to be either gen-

uinely historical or a specimen of a genuine style of naming palaces, so its occurrence in 

the two dramas is probably not due to the direct influence of one on the other. 

                                                        
 47 The Priyadarśikā of Harṣa (prose before 3.1) also mentions a play being performed on the day of the 

Kaumudīmahotsava: yaḥ sa sāṅkṛtyāyanyāryaputrasya mama ca vṛttānto nāṭakopanibaddhas tasya 
nartitavyaśeṣam adya yuṣmābhiḥ kaumudīmahotsave nartitavyam. 

 48 MR after 4.8(94), ṇandakulaviṇāsadūsidassa porajaṇassa paridosaṃ uppādaanteṇa candaütteṇa āghosido 
kusumaüre komudīmahūsavo. 

 49 So WINTERNITZ (1936:360), but SASTRI (1931:168) assigned to it the full-moon day of Āśvina (September–
October). See RAGHAVAN (1979:174–177) for a description of the festival and references to texts mentioning 
it. The date in Āśvina is probably that of the Kaumudījāgara, a different festival that is sometimes equated 
with the Kaumudīmahotsava (ibid. 177). The Mudrārākṣasa (3.21[74]) further confirms the date in Kārttika 
with the lyrical description of a freshly awakened, drowsy Viṣṇu at the start of the argument about the 
banning of the festival between Candragupta and Cāṇakya. Since the ritual awakening of Viṣṇu took place 
four days before the full moon of Kārttika (WILLIS 2009:44–45), Viśākhadatta must definitely have had 
Kārttika pūrṇimā in mind as the date of the Kaumudīmahotsava. 

 50 Kaumudīmahotsava after 5.9, bhoḥ kusumapuravāsinaḥ paurāḥ śṛṇvantu śṛṇvantu bhavanto mantrimahattarasya 
mantraguptasya vacanam. nityotsave ’pi kusumapure mahotsavaḥ samādiśyate; and Mudrārākṣasa after 3.1(54), 
bho bhoḥ sugāṅgaprāsādādhikṛtāḥ puruṣāḥ. sugṛhītanāmā devaś candraguptaḥ samājñāpayati: pravṛtta-
kaumudīmahotsavaramaṇīyaṃ kusumapuram avalokayitum icchāmi. CHATTOPADHYAYA (1938:595) also opines 
that this moment of the Kaumudīmahotsava “seems clearly to have been suggested by a similar order of 
Candragupta Maurya in Act III of the Mudrārākṣasa.” 
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Ratnākara 

The suggestion of JACOBI (1888:213; see also page 31 above) that the opening ben-

ediction of the Mudrārākṣasa may be an imitation of Ratnākara’s poetry deserves further 

consideration here, particularly because the idea has been raised again recently.51 The 

poet Ratnākara can be tied with certainty to the court of Avantivarman of Utpala’s dyn-

asty, and thus to Kashmir in the second half of the 8th century. He composed the 

Vakroktipañcāśikā, “Fifty Stanzas of Crooked Talk,” a series of stanzas in which Śiva and 

Pārvatī repeatedly and artfully misinterpret each other’s sentences. Something very sim-

ilar happens in the first invocatory stanza of the Mudrārākṣasa: 

“dhanyā keyaṃ sthitā te śirasi?” “śaśikalā.” “kiṃ nu nāmaitad asyā?” 

“nāmaivāsyās tad etat paricitam api te vismṛtaṃ kasya hetoḥ?”| 

“nārīṃ pṛcchāmi nenduṃ.” “kathayatu vijayā na pramāṇaṃ yadīndur.” 

— devyā nihnotum icchor iti surasaritaṃ śāṭhyam avyād vibhor vaḥ||52 

“Who’s the privileged lady on your head?” 
“Moon Sliver.” 
“Is that her name?” 
“Of course it’s her name. What makes you forget even though you know it?” 
“It’s a woman I have in mind, not the Moon.” 
“Vijayā can confirm it if you don’t trust the Moon.” 
Thus the Lord hopes to conceal the Divine River from the Goddess. 
May his chicanery guard you. 

The river Gaṅgā is said to reside on Śiva’s head, since that was where she first fell 

when she plunged from heaven to earth. The god’s wife is often depicted as jealous of this 

privileged position of another feminine entity. Here she starts prodding, and Śiva acts as 

if there were no lady at all on his head,53 answering as if she had asked about the Moon. 

The crescent Moon is another traditional element of Śiva’s headgear, and though gram-

matically masculine, the addition of “sliver” results in a feminine word. The goddess asks 

again if this is the name of the lady she is interested in (and not someone else, such as the 

moon). He parses the question differently and answers that it is indeed the Moon’s name, 

as she should be aware. Pārvatī has no choice but to blurt it right out: she does not care 

about the Moon, it is the woman she is asking about. Śiva manages to misconstrue once 

again and tells her to consult her handmaiden Vijayā if she wants a woman’s opinion. Com-

pare a stanza by Ratnākara: 

                                                        
 51 By Yigal BRONNER and Lawrence MCCREA 2001:439, who do not cite Jacobi. 
 52 MR 1.1. 
 53 To any Terry Pratchett fans who might be reading this, “What duck?” 
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“no śaktāsmi patattrimārgam adhunā mūrdhānam etaṃ tava 

draṣṭuṃ.” “naiva patattriṇāṃ priyatame mārgo ’sti mūrdhā kvacit.”| 

“nanv etad vigalatsurāpagam ahaṃ dveṣmi priye.” “no surā- 

nady asmin galatīti” vakram uditaṃ devyā vibhoḥ pātu vaḥ||54 

“I can’t even stand to look at your head anymore, with that Gaṅgā falling on it! 
(…which is a path for birds.)” 

“My head is certainly not a path for birds, Dearest.” 
“You know what it is that I hate about your head, divine-river flowing over it!” 
“But, Dear, there’s no wine-river flowing on my head.” 
May the Lord’s distortive-talk with the Goddess protect you.55 

Like JACOBI (1888:212), BRONNER & MCCREA (2001:439–440) raise (cautiously) the pos-

sibility on the basis of this similarity that Viśākhadatta may have been a client of the Kash-

miri Avantivarman and got the vakrokti bug from Ratnākara, who was possibly “the first to 

compose vakrokti verse and also the one who gave the device its name.” Arguing against 

Jacobi, DHRUVA (1891:26,27) had remarked that “Ratnākara’s Pañchāśikā appears to lack the 

natural grace and the playful simplicity of Viśākhadatta’s benedictory stanza” and that 

“The decidedly artificial tone of the Pañchāśikā … may be taken to indicate the posteriority 

of Ratnākara to Viśākhadatta.” While such judgments are inevitably subjective, I cannot 

but agree with Dhruva’s premise: Ratnākara’s verse is, to put it simply, laboured. It is also 

worth noting that Viśākhadatta’s sentences largely coincide with caesurae,56 while Ratnā-

kara (in the above example) has not a single sentence-end coinciding with a caesura, uses 

enjambement and has no aversion to a compound word straddling the quarter-line bound-

ary. Whether these differences are truly indicative of Viśākhadatta’s relative earliness is a 

different question that in my opinion has no answer, but they are certainly a strong hint 

that the two poets followed quite different aesthetic ideals. 

Beside style, there is another important difference between the two. BRONNER & 

MCCREA (2001:438–439) point out that the trope of vakrokti is based on “bitextuality” that 

can be achieved either through multivalent lexical items or through multiple ways of seg-

menting a given string into lexemes. They also observe (ibid. 439) that although vakrokti 

“is almost always created by means of these two techniques,” the opening invocation of 

the Mudrārākṣasa “is not based on bitextuality.” I believe this difference is extremely im-

portant. While Ratnākara clearly uses both these techniques and revels in them,57 Viśākha-

                                                        
 54 Vakroktipañcāśikā 15 as cited by BRONNER & MCCREA 2001:460n32, punctuation is my addition. 
 55 Translation by BRONNER & MCCREA 2001:446. 
 56 Both in the verse cited above and in general; see also POLLOCK (1977:227–230). 
 57 The sample verse contains examples only of the second technique, that of resegmentation, e.g. taking an 

intended patat-trimārgam as patattri-mārgam and an intended sura+nadī as surā+nadī. The translation created 
by Bronner and McCrea does use the first technique in understanding “divine river” as “the wine river.” 
The two strings are not identical but merely similar phonologically, but such a “handicap” is present in the 
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datta does something different. Rather than exploiting the possibilities for misunder-

standing at the morphological level, he makes use of the level of semantics (and, to a lesser 

extent, syntax). I contend that if Viśākhadatta had been a junior contemporary of Ratnā-

kara, imitating as a sort of fad his vakroktis on the theme of a lovers’ quarrel between Śiva 

and Pārvatī, then he would have produced a closer imitation. Furthermore, while the term 

vakrokti (or a synonymous expression) appears in nearly every one of Ratnākara’s fifty, 

Viśākhadatta describes the verbal behaviour depicted in the verse as śāṭhya, “chicanery,” 

and employs this to foreshadow the mood of the play. 

Ratnākara’s name is mentioned in the Rājataraṅgiṇī as one of the litterateurs who 

enjoyed Avantivarman’s patronage.58 Viśākhadatta’s name is conspicuous by its absence. 

JACOBI (1888:215) was aware of this, but saw the list merely as confirmation that Avanti-

varman was a noted patron of literature, and posited that the reason why Kalhaṇa does 

not mention Viśākhadatta in this list may have been that our poet was not born in Kash-

mir, or that he only aspired to the patronage of Avantivarman, but did not receive it or 

enjoyed it only briefly. While I cannot exclude this possibility, I do not think Kalhaṇa 

would have omitted Viśākhadatta had he believed (or known) the dramatist to have 

worked in Avantivarman’s court. 

Finally, DHRUVA (1891:27–29) points to another resemblance between the works of 

Viśākhadatta and Ratnākara. The latter poet’s magnum opus, the Haravijaya (an epic about 

Śiva) has a pair of quatrains describing Śiva’s dance as “without playfulness” because he 

must constrain his gestures out of consideration for the weakness of his substrate, the 

universe59—a description very similar to the second of the two invocatory verses of the 

Mudrārākṣasa. Dhruva also notes that several verses preceding and following these partic-

ular two in the Haravijaya actually contradict it, describing for instance the energetic 

movement of his limbs, and concludes that “the ideas so happily and beautifully expressed 

by Viśâkhadatta were too tempting for Ratnâkara” who therefore wrote his own rendering 

of their theme “without taking care to suit them to the stanzas properly his own.” All in 

all, the texts furnish no evidence that Viśākhadatta was acquainted with Ratnākara’s po-

etry. If the similarities between their works are not chance correspondences, then the 

reverse—Viśākhadatta’s poetry influencing that of Ratnākara—is more likely. 

                                                        
original Vakroktipañcāśikā too, for example in verse 1 (BRONNER & MCCREA 2001:459n21) an intended 
savyālambanam is understood by Śiva as savyālaṃ vanam. 

 58 Rājataraṅgiṇī 5.33–34: budhāḥ pravṛddhasatkārāḥ viviśur bhūpateḥ sabhām|| muktākaṇaḥ śivasvāmī kavir 
ānandavardhanaḥ| prathāṃ ratnākaraś cāgāt sāmrājye [’]vantivarmaṇaḥ|| 

 59 Haravijaya 55–56, cited by DHRUVA 1891:28, dordaṇḍakhaṇḍavalanāny atisaṃkaṭatvam utprekṣya no vidadhire 
kakubhāṃ purastāt| vinyastamandacaraṇaṃ paricakrame ca bhūmaṇḍalaṃ vidalatīti dayānubandhāt|| 
brahmāṇḍakarparaparisphuṭanābhisaṃdher ūrdhvaṃ vyaracyata tathā na ca daṇḍapādaḥ| itthaṃ na 
śītakiraṇābharaṇasya nṛttam ādhāradurbalatayā savilāsam āsīt|| Compare MR 1.2, pādasyāvirbhavantīm avanatim 
avane rakṣataḥ svairapātaiḥ saṃkocenaiva doṣṇāṃ muhur abhinayataḥ sarvalokātigānām| dṛṣṭiṃ lakṣyeṣu nogrāṃ 
jvalanakaṇamucaṃ bibhrato dāhabhīter ity ādhārānurodhāt tripuravijayinaḥ pātu vo duḥkhanṛttam|| 
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Sporadic Parallelisms 

The Śiśupālavadha 

There is a remarkable textual copresence in the Śiśupālavadha of Māgha (late 7th 

century), which mentions the “far from feeble lionish body” of the Nṛsiṃha avatāra of 

Viṣṇu, and the closing verse of the Mudrārākṣasa, which speaks of the “far from feeble boar-

ish body” of the Varāha avatāra.60 CHARPENTIER (1923:592–593) pointed out the rhyming of 

atanu and tanu in both stanzas, yet such a thing could be expected to appear spontaneously 

in the works of various poets. However, the conjunction of these consonant words with 

vārāhī and saiṃhī—as unusual formations in Sanskrit as my “boarish” and “lionish” are in 

English—goes beyond a plausible coincidence. The resemblance of these passages is almost 

certainly a conscious intertextual wink of one poet at the other—but unfortunately the 

usual problem remains: who winks at whom? CHARPENTIER (1923:593) says it is “necessary 

to me to conclude that Māgha is indebted for his expression to the older poet, Viśākha-

datta.” While I agree that Viśākhadatta is indeed in all likelihood the older of the two, the 

direction of intertextual movement cannot be ascertained from the texts themselves. 

DHRUVA (1930:xviii) uses another purported intertextual instance to argue that 

Viśākhadatta predates Māgha. A verse in the Śiśupālavadha uses the expression saṃpatsu 

cāpatsv api, while one in the Mudrārākṣasa has saṃpatsu cāpatsu ca.61 Dhruva constructs a 

rather obscure argument that the phrase is better with ca and the version with api must 

have been created by Māgha “for the sake of change” i.e. to avoid blatant plagiarism. How-

ever, āpad and saṃpad (“good times” and “bad times”) are very commonly mentioned to-

gether, and the topic of these two verses is entirely unrelated: the one in the Śiśupālavadha 

talks about girls being naturally beautiful even when they cannot afford jewellery, while 

the one in the Mudrārākṣasa62 is concerned with the qualities of a good king’s man who can 

be relied on in good times and bad. Even given that the two texts clearly do sport a con-

nection, this particular locus is definitely random correspondence rather than a case of 

intertextuality. 

The Caṇḍakauśika 

A play called Caṇḍakauśika alludes to the Mudrārākṣasa in one of its introductory 

verses, noticed already by DHRUVA (1891:32n): 

Candragupta, who once conquered Flower-city by relying on 
Master Cāṇakya’s inherently profound policy to defeat the Nandas, 

                                                        
 60 Śiśupālavadha 1.47, saṭacchaṭābhinnaghanena bibhratā nṛsiṃha saiṃhīm atanuṃ tanuṃ tvayā; and MR 7.21(174), 

vārāhīm ātmayones tanum atanubalām āsthitasyānurūpāṃ. 
 61 Śiśupālavadha 16.84 as cited by DHRUVA 1930:xviii; the reading in the edition of KAK & SHASTRI (where the 

number is 16.85) is different: itthaṃ nityavibhūṣaṇā yuvatayaḥ saṃpadvad āpady api. Compare MR 1.14, te 
bhṛtyā nṛpateḥ kalatram itare saṃpatsu cāpatsu ca. 

 62 Which is, by the way, probably not Viśākhadatta’s own, see page 193. 
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Has now become Śrī Mahīpāladeva, abundantly proud of his arms, 
to slay those same [Nandas] who have turned into Karṇāṭas.63 

The connection was largely ignored by subsequent scholars, probably because—

as both DHRUVA (ibid.) and KONOW (1914:67) pointed out—this latter play could not be dated 

at the time, and most researchers were only interested in intertextual allusions inasmuch 

as these could help with dating the Mudrārākṣasa. However, on the one hand the Caṇḍa-

kauśika of Kṣemīśvara can now be dated with fair certainty to the early 10th century64 (i.e. 

later than any reasonable estimate for Viśākhadatta), and on the other hand the verse is 

interesting for reasons other than the relative date of the two plays. 

While DHRUVA (1891:32n) had only pointed out a “reference to the plot” of the 

Mudrārākṣasa, the mere statement that Candragupta defeated the Nandas and conquered 

Flower-city (i.e. Pāṭaliputra) by relying on Cāṇakya’s policy could be an allusion to any 

number of stories beside Viśākhadatta’s play. 65  The structure of the stanza, however, 

evokes the closing benediction of the Mudrārākṣasa.66 It is scarcely likely to be a chance 

resemblance that where Viśākhadatta had equated Candragupta67 with the supreme divin-

ity, Kṣemīśvara’s verse equates his own monarch (and his enemies) with Candragupta of 

yore (and his enemies), weaving an intertextual chain of association. The statement that 

Mahīpāla is dordarpāḍhya, literally “abounding in pride of arms,” is also reminiscent of the 

Mudrārākṣasa’s reference to Candragupta’s bhujayugam … pīvaraṃ, “pair of brawny arms.” 

Another textual connection between the two plays (noted by DAS GUPTA 

1962:174n1), which might be dismissed as random were it not reinforced by the parallelism 

of the above two verses, occurs in the third act of the Caṇḍakauśika, where Viśvāmitra on 

seeing King Hariścandra remarks, “Eh what? Here he comes, that villain… or rather, that 

paragon.” The wording is almost identical to Rākṣasa’s remark on seeing Cāṇakya in Act 7 

of the Mudrārākṣasa, “Ah, so this is that villain… or rather, this is that paragon Kauṭilya.”68 

The Anargharāghava 

DHRUVA (1891:30–31) remarks that the character of Viśvāmitra in the Anargha-

rāghava of Murāri (9th century) “contrasts strangely” with Cāṇakya in the Mudrārākṣasa, 

                                                        
 63 Caṇḍakauśika 1.4, yaḥ saṃśritya prakṛtigahanām āryacāṇakyanītiṃ jitvā nandān kusumanagaraṃ candragupto 

jigāya| kaṛṇāṭatvaṃ dhruvam upagatān adya tān eva hantuṃ dordarpāḍhyaḥ sa punar abhavac 
chrīmahīpāladevaḥ|| 

 64 DAS GUPTA (1962:xlvi) proposes to identify the king named in the above verse as either Mahīpāla I of the 
Gurjara-Pratīhāra dynasty of Kannauj (r. ca. 914–945) or Mahīpāla I of the Pāla dynasty of Bengal (r. ca. 
998–1026), calling the former identification far more likely but “yet not fully convincing” (ibid. lii). SATHAYE 
(2010:361) simply states that Kṣemīśvara was active “at the Kannauj court sometime around 915 C.E.” 

 65 See Part III of this dissertation for an assortment of such stories. 
 66 See page 39 for text, translation and discussion. 
 67 Or whatever name is original there, see page 40 for details. 
 68 Caṇḍakauśika after 3.12, aye katham asau prāpta eva durātmā atha vā mahātmaiva; MR after 7.8(161), aye ayaṃ 

sa durātmā atha vāyaṃ sa mahātmā Kauṭilyaḥ. The reading of some MSS of the MR resemble the text of the 
Caṇḍakauśika more closely; for instance the Paris MS which Hillebrandt considers his best reads: ayam asau 
durātmā kauṭilyaḥ. atha vā mahātmaiva. Telang’s critical text is ayaṃ durātmā atha vā mahātmā kauṭilyaḥ. 
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and the resemblance of an expression in that play to one in Viśākhadatta’s opus cannot be 

“unintentional or fortuitous.” In the Anargharāghava, the minister Mālyavat calls the plot-

ting of the sage Viśvāmitra “a bad play,”69 which reminds Dhruva of Samṛddhārthaka’s de-

scription of Cāṇakya’s policy as “one thing in the prelude and another in the dénouement, 

like a bad poet’s play.”70 Dhruva further points out that this comparison “is a favourite one 

of Viśâkhadatta,” as he also compares the work of a minister to that of a playwright.71 

However, Murāri uses copious theatrical imagery throughout the Anargharāghava.72 While 

Viśākhadatta’s priority to Murāri is now fairly certain, the latter’s use of a theatrical simile 

for political manoeuvring need not be seen as an instance of intertextuality. The contrast 

of the two politically active brāhmaṇ characters may merit further study, but cannot 

prove Murāri’s dependence on Viśākhadatta. 

The Kirātārjunīya 

DHRUVA (1923:x) also points out a resemblance between a sentence in the 

Kirātārjunīya of Bhāravi (6th century) and one in the Mudrārākṣasa. Both state that even a 

commoner does not tolerate insults to their dignity (or, in the Mudrārākṣasa, frustration of 

actions they enjoy), and this is “all the more true of kings, whose demeanour surpasses 

common folk.”73 However, even if one poet is copying the other in this instance, the texts 

afford no clue to the direction of copying. Dhruva (who dates Bhāravi to the 5th century74 

and wants to establish Viśākhadatta at the Maukhari court in the late 6th) takes it for 

granted that Viśākhadatta borrowed the expression from the Kirātārjunīya, but the argu-

ment could equally well go the other way. In any case, the phrasing of the thought is no-

tably similar in the two texts. 

Personal Names 

Several names of secondary characters in the Mudrārākṣasa seem to have been 

“recycled” from other texts, notably from the plays of Bhāsa and Kālidāsa. As noted above, 

Viśākhadatta probably knew the works of his famous elders, drew inspiration from them, 

and on occasion consciously alluded to them. He also seems to have conveniently bor-

rowed some names from them. Thus, Śārṅgarava is the name of Cāṇakya’s disciple in the 

Mudrārākṣasa and the name of one of the sage Kaṇva’s disciples in the Abhijñānaśākuntala. 

                                                        
 69 Anargharāghava after 4.10, aho durātmanaḥ kṣatriyabrāhmaṇasya kuśikajanmano durnāṭakam. 
 70 MR after 6.2(134), kukaviṇāḍaassa via aṇṇaṃ muhe aṇṇaṃ ṇivvahaṇe. See also note 82 on page 183. 
 71 MR 4.3(89), kartā vā nāṭakānām imam anubhavati kleśam asmadvidho vā. 
 72 See TÖRZSÖK 2003 for an in-depth analysis. 
 73 Kirātārjunīya 2.47, sahate na jano ’py adhaḥkriyāṃ kim u lokādhikadhāma rājakam; and MR 4.10(96), sadyaḥ 

krīḍārasaccchedaṃ prākṛto ’pi na marṣayet kim u lokādhikaṃ dhāma bibhrāṇāḥ pṛthivībhujaḥ. 
 74 According to current theory (BAKKER 2014:36), Bhāravi was most probably a contemporary of King 

Yaśodharman of the Aulikara dynasty (second quarter of the 6th century). 
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Both plays also feature a messenger by the name of Karabhaka, “Camel.” Four of the Tri-

vandrum plays75 (the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa, the Svapnavāsavadatta, the Pratimānāṭaka 

and the Abhiṣekanāṭaka) have a concierge named Vijayā, and there is one with the same 

name in the residence of Malayaketu in the Mudrārākṣasa. There may be another borrowed 

name in the Mudrārākṣasa, which mentions in passing a minister named Vakranāsa, 

“Crooknose.”76 The gentleman shares his name with a minister of the owl king Arimardana 

in the Pañcatantra (3.3), and the name is particularly apt for an owl, in whose case it means 

“Crookbeak” rather than “Crooknose.” 

The utilisation of such second-hand names may be simple laziness on the part of 

the author, who did not bother to invent names for minor characters. Yet the effort in-

volved in inventing names would hardly be taxing, so there is probably a different reason 

for this practice. Just like the practice of giving a number of minor characters “speaking 

names” clearly indicative of their role or character,77 the use of stock names in a play gives 

the audience a verbal crutch, helping them identify a new character and keep track of 

him.78 

                                                        
 75 See note 3 on page 166. 
 76 See also page 150 and note 295 there. 
 77 For instance Jīrṇaviṣa, the snake-charmer “who has digested poison,” and Bībhatsaka, the hit man called 

“Terroriser.” See Appendix C. Dramatis Personae for more such names in the Mudrārākṣasa. 
 78 I do not know if anyone has made a systematic study of the recycling of character names in Sanskrit 

drama, but the thought would certainly be worth following. The practice may vary between different 
authors, but does not appear unique to Viśākhadatta. The Viddhaśālabhañjikā of Rājaśekhara (10th century) 
has a minister called Bhāgurāyaṇa (the name of one of Cāṇakya’s key agents in the Mudrārākṣasa, not quite 
a minister but certainly becoming a very high-ranking councillor of Malayaketu), The same play also has 
two maidservants named Bakulāvalī and Parabhṛtikā, both also maidservants in the Mālavikāgnimitra of 
Kālidāsa. This latter play in turn has another maidservant by the name of Madhukarikā, and so does the 
Svapnavāsavadatta of (possibly) Bhāsa. 
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2. Non-Fiction Connections 
The Mudrārākṣasa testifies beyond doubt that Viśākhadatta was thoroughly 

versed in arthaśāstra theories and was familiar with nāṭyaśāstras. While the opinion that 

“in Logic he belonged to the school of Gotama whose Nyāyasūtra was his favourite study”79 

seems to lack a strong foundation, his use of a detailed simile likening a logical debate to 

the workings of politics80 demonstrates that he had at least a passing familiarity with 

Nyāya, and probably other branches of śāstric literature,81 as could be expected of the 

scion of a noble family. His familiarity with the language and at least some of the teachings 

of jyotiḥśāstra (astronomy) has already been discussed above (page 75ff.). He also employs 

the technical terminology of the Nāṭyaśāstra as metaphors for the management of the po-

litical stage, once briefly82 and once in elaborate detail,83 and when Candragupta attains 

his goal, he uses the jargon for “attainment of the goal” in a verse,84 obviously as a verbal 

wink to the cognoscenti in the audience. 

Arthaśāstra Literature 

The term arthaśāstra occurs twice in the play. The first instance85 clearly means 

“textbook of polity,” but as a genre rather than the title of a particular work, since it talks 

about “arthaśāstra authors.” The second86 is more likely to mean “science of polity,” but 

could also be taken to mean a textbook. On the other hand, Viśākhadatta uses the com-

pound cāṇakyanīti, “the polity of Cāṇakya” so many times87 that he may have thought of 

this compound as the title of a particular arthaśāstra.88 He also refers by name to one author 

                                                        
 79 DHRUVA 1930:xix, on the basis of MR 5.10(118), which employs nyāya terminology in a double entendre. 
 80 MR 5.10(118), sādhye niścitam anvayena ghaṭitaṃ bibhrat sapakṣe sthitiṃ vyāvṛttaṃ ca vipakṣato bhavati yat tat 

sādhanaṃ siddhaye| yat sādhyaṃ svayam eva tulyam ubhayoḥ pakṣe viruddhaṃ ca yat tasyāṅgīkaraṇena vādina iva 
syāt svāmino nigrahaḥ|| 

 81 See also page 75ff. for Viśākhadatta’s awareness of astronomical literature. 
 82 MR 6.2(134), tā kiṃṇimittaṃ kukaviṇāḍaassa via aṇṇaṃ muhe aṇṇaṃ ṇivvahaṇe tti. The words mukha, “mouth” 

and nirvahaṇa, “accomplishment” are the technical names of the first and the last of the “spans” or 
“junctures” (saṃdhi) that make up a play. See e.g. NŚ 19.37, mukhaṃ pratimukhaṃ caiva garbho vimarśa eva ca| 
tathā nirvahaṇaṃ ceti nāṭake pañca sandhayaḥ|| and e.g. LIENHARD 1974:136 for a gentle summary, and BYRSKI 
1979:61–78 for an in-depth discussion of saṃdhis. See also page 181 herein, and note 70 there. 

 83 MR 4.3(89), kāryopakṣepam ādau tanum api racayaṃs tasya vistāram icchan bījānāṃ garbhitānāṃ phalam 
atigahanaṃ gūḍham udbhedayaṃś ca| kurvan buddhyā vimarśaṃ prasṛtam api punaḥ saṃharan kāryajātaṃ kartā 
vā nāṭakānām imam anubhavati kleśam asmadvidho vā|| All words highlighted in bold face are (or are closely 
related to) technical terms of the NŚ. 

 84 MR 7.11(164), phalayogam avāpya sāyakānām aniyogena vilakṣatāṃ gatānām| svaśuceva bhavaty adhomukhānāṃ 
nijatūṇīśayanavratasya niṣṭhā|| See NŚ 19.13, abhipretaṃ samagraṃ ca pratirūpaṃ kriyāphalam| itivṛtte 
bhavedyasmin phalayogaḥ prakīrtitaḥ|| and LIENHARD 1974:135 for an overview. 

 85 MR after 3.19(72), iha khalv arthaśāstrakārās trividhāṃ siddhim upavarṇayanti. 
 86 MR after 5.7(115), iha khalv arthaśāstravyavahāriṇām arthavaśād arimitrodāsīnavyavasthā. See note 291 on page 

86 for further details and translation. 
 87 Seven occurrences altogether in Sanskrit and Prakrit, as opposed to merely two occurrences of nīti in 

conjunction with the genitive of a word standing for Cāṇakya. 
 88 This suggestion was raised, on the basis of one particular instance of the compound cāṇakyanīti in the MR, 

by CHARPENTIER 1923:590n1. OLIVELLE (2013:8) speculates that the title of Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra before its 
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in particular: Cāṇakya describes his friend Viṣṇuśarman89 as proficient in the judicial lore 

of Uśanas.90 Uśanas seems to have been an ancient authority on justice. According to the 

Mahābhārata, the god Brahmā had written a massive treatise on polity, which was abridged 

several times, resulting ultimately in two epitomes by Bṛhaspati and Uśanas.91 Bṛhaspati is 

also the name of the planet Jupiter and the guru of the gods; similarly, Uśanas is often 

identified with Śukra, the planet Venus and the guru of the asuras. The Buddhacarita of 

Aśvaghoṣa92 also mentions Śukra and Bṛhaspati as authors of treatises on statecraft. The 

latter name appears in the Mudrārākṣasa too, where Cāṇakya once applauds Rākṣasa, com-

paring him to Bṛhaspati.93 The Arthaśāstra as we know it begins with an invocation to Śukra 

and Bṛhaspati, and the body of the treatise repeatedly quotes the opinion of the schools of 

both Uśanas and Bṛhaspati. 

Aside from such reported opinions, the works of these authors do not survive; the 

extant treatise called Śukranīti is beyond doubt a late text, probably as late as the 19th cen-

tury.94 The teachings of Bṛhaspati are quoted so often that much of the content of the lost 

book ascribed to him has been reconstructed (AIYANGAR 1941). The original treatise of 

Śukra/Uśanas seems to have dealt mostly with criminal justice (daṇḍanīti),95 while Bṛhas-

pati’s main topic appears to have been the procedure of law (vyavahāra), or at least this is 

the topic on which he is most often quoted by later authors (AIYANGAR 1941:71). 

Terminological agreements with arthaśāstra literature are far too numerous in 

Viśākhadatta’s text to discuss here.96 Indeed, he uses the jargon so instinctively—even in 

contexts that do not require it—that this seems to have been his own parlance,97 used in 

everyday matters as well as in penmanship. This lends credit to the assumption based on 

the titles of his forebears98 that he was a member of the political elite of his times. There 

are also a number of textual correspondences beyond the level of terminology between 

                                                        
śāstric redaction (see note 39 on page 99) may have been simply Daṇḍanīti.  

 89 Or Induśarman; see note 221 on page 133. 
 90 After MR 1.14, sa cauśanasyāṃ daṇḍanītau … paraṃ prāvīṇyam upagataḥ. 
 91 MBh 12 (Śāntiparvan) 59.28–29 and 90–91. See also KANE 1930:110 for further references to Uśanas as an 

authority. 
 92 Buddhacarita 1.46, reported by KANE 1930:124. 
 93 After MR 1.12, sādhu amātyarākṣasa sādhu. sādhu mantribṛhaspate sādhu. 
 94 See GOPAL 1962 for a detailed argument. KANE (1930:111) also notices two partial manuscripts called 

Auśanasa-dharmaśāstra. 
 95 As shown for instance by the MR reference cited in note 90 above; see also AŚ 1.2.6-7, daṇḍanītir ekā vidyety 

auśanasāḥ. tasyāṃ hi sarvavidyārambhāḥ pratibaddhā iti. 
 96 CHARPENTIER (1923:590n1) was probably the first to point out specific loci in the Mudrārākṣasa where such 

technical terms occur. DEVASTHALI (1948:105, 145n35) lists many more. 
 97 For instance, verbal and nominal derivatives of the prefixed verbal root abhi-√yuj occur no less than 25 

times in the play (13 of these instances are the noun abhiyoga; the rest are participles, agentives and finite 
verbs). In the AŚ (as well as in the MR) the term is used in a narrow sense for the launching of a campaign 
against someone, and also in a more general sense for the concentration of attention on something or 
someone. For comparison, no words derived from this prefix + root combination occur at all in the corpus 
of the Trivandrum plays, including the politically themed Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa 
(http://www.bhasa.indologie.uni-wuerzburg.de/s/abh.html).  

 98 See page 16ff. 
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Viśākhadatta’s play and two particular works: the Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya and the Nītisāra 

of Kāmandaka. 

The Arthaśāstra 

Several of the correspondences with the text of the Arthaśāstra are marked out 

with iti, suggesting that the characters uttering these sentences are quoting established 

opinion rather than phrasing their own thoughts. Thus when Malayaketu asks 

Bhāgurāyaṇa why the courtiers who have (apparently) deserted Candragupta emphasise 

that they seek to enter Malayaketu’s service with the support of the latter’s general, 

Bhāgurāyaṇa explains: “Given that an aspirant 99  possessed of good personal qualities 

should be approached through a dear friend of his, this is indeed reasonable.”100 The state-

ment echoes the Arthaśāstra, which stipulates that “an expert in worldly matters should 

seek service with a king through people who are dear to and intimate with him, a king who 

possesses the exemplary qualities both of the self and of material constituents.”101 The 

Mudrārākṣasa does not quote the extant Arthaśāstra verbatim, but the congruency—down 

to the level of individual words—is far too striking to be ascribable to chance. In contrast, 

a maxim of the Kāmandakīya on the same topic uses quite different words and also omits 

the crucial point that the approach should be made through a friend of the king’s.102 

Another apparent quotation in the Mudrārākṣasa is about three categories of 

kings. When Candragupta asks Cāṇakya to explain his actions, he answers: “In such mat-

ters arthaśāstra authors describe success (siddhi) to be of three kinds, namely: that depend-

ing on the king, that depending on the counsellor, and that depending on both.”103 He then 

bluntly adds that since Candragupta’s success depends on his minister, he had better mind 

his own business and leave the minister to mind his. Similar terms do appear in the 

Arthaśāstra, but their meaning appears to be quite different: “Subduing the principal de-

pends on the lord, while subduing the dependents depends on the counselors, and subdu-

ing the principal and the dependents depends on both.”104 Here the context is not a king’s 

own success in general, but the success of attempts to neutralise threats coming from an 

enemy king or the enemy king’s officials. The text of the extant Arthaśāstra is definitely 

quite opaque (in addition to seeming tautological), so perhaps the passage may be corrupt 

                                                        
 99 I use “aspirant” to translate vijigīṣu, literally “one who desires to conquer,” but in the Arthaśāstra basically 

meaning ruler, as one who aspires to dominate. 
 100 MR after 4.6(92), vijigīṣur ātmaguṇasaṃpannaḥ priyahitadvāreṇāśrayaṇīya iti nanu nyāyyam evedam. 
 101 AŚ 5.4.1, lokayātrāvid rājānam ātmadravyaprakṛtisaṃpannaṃ priyahitadvāreṇāśrayeta. Translation from 

OLIVELLE 2013:264. 
 102 Nītisāra 5.1, vṛttasthaṃ vṛttasampannāḥ kalpavṛkṣopamaṃ nṛpam| abhigamyaguṇair yuktaṃ severann anujīvinaḥ|| 
 103 MR after 3.19(72), iha khalv arthaśāstrakārās trividhāṃ siddhim upavarṇayanti. tad yathā rājāyattāṃ sacivāyattām 

ubhayāyattāṃ ceti. 
 104 AŚ 9.6.7, svāminy āyattā pradhānasiddhiḥ, mantriṣv āyattāyattasiddhiḥ, ubhayāyattā pradhānāyattasiddhiḥ. 

Translation from OLIVELLE 2013:363. The terminology also differs: while the MR uses the expression 
sacivāyattasiddhi and frequently employs saciva as a synonym of mantrin, the AŚ has mantriṣv āyattasiddhi, 
and the word saciva only occurs once in the entire text (AŚ 7.1.9). 
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or, if it is genuine, it may have been interpreted differently by Viśākhadatta or whatever 

intermediate authority he relied on. 

That the Mudrārākṣasa uses the expression X-āyattasiddhi in the sense of “[a king] 

whose success depends on X” is corroborated beyond doubt by another occurrence of all 

three of the above categories in the drama.105 When Cāṇakya is (ostensibly) alienated from 

Candragupta and Rākṣasa suggests that Malayaketu should attack now, the prince asks 

what is to prevent Candragupta from taking matters in hand personally or appointing an-

other minister in Cāṇakya’s place. Rākṣasa replies that a king whose success depends on 

himself or on both (himself and the minister) might be able to do so, but Candragupta’s 

success depends on his minister and is entirely ignorant of practicalities.106 

Yet another statement in the play with the attributes of a śāstric quote has a not-

quite-exact parallel in the Arthaśāstra. The scene is still that of Candragupta calling 

Cāṇakya to task. When the king asks why his minister allowed Bhadrabhaṭa and his fellows 

to desert, the latter propounds: “in such cases officials whose loyalty has dwindled can be 

dealt with in two ways, namely by favour or chastisement.”107 He then goes on to explain 

why neither would have been beneficial in this particular case. The Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya 

primarily recommends that such men should be cajoled back into loyalty, and suggests 

several alternative ways to deal with them if this should fail: “He should regale those who 

are satisfied with additional money and honors and placate those who are dissatisfied with 

gifts and conciliatory words so as to make them satisfied. Alternatively, he should divide 

the latter from each other … If they are still dissatisfied, he should make them the object 

of hatred … subdue them through silent punishment or a revolt in the countryside.”108 The 

terms anugraha, “favour” and nigraha, “chastisement” do not appear here, though both are 

used elsewhere in the Arthaśāstra. 

It is also worth noting that while Viśākhadatta above talks about aparakta officials, 

literally ones who have “fallen out of love” with the king, Kauṭilya’s use of the word atuṣṭa, 

“dissatisfied,” is emotionally neutral. Both anurāga, literally “love” used in the sense of 

“loyalty” and aparāga, used for loss of loyalty, are important concepts in the Mudrārākṣasa, 

as reflected by the frequent use of these words and verbal forms derived from the same 

prefix + root combinations. The Arthaśāstra hardly ever uses the former, but Kauṭilya does 

recognise the supremacy of the quality of anurāga, using derivatives of anu-√raj frequently 

                                                        
 105 Interestingly, the expression also occurs in this sense in the Pariśiṣṭaparvan (8.445, applied to Bindusāra, the 

son of Candragupta): cāṇakyo ’tha nyadhād rājye bindusāraṃ susāradhīḥ| sacivāyattasiddhiś ca tadājñākṛd 
babhūva saḥ|| 

 106 MR after 4.12(98), svāyattasiddhiṣūbhayāyattasiddhiṣu vā bhūmipāleṣv etat saṃbhavati. candraguptas tu durātmā 
nityaṃ sacivāyattasiddhāv evāvasthitaś cakṣurvikala ivāpratyakṣasarvalokavyavahāraḥ katham iva svayaṃ 
pratividhātuṃ samarthaḥ syāt? 

 107 MR after 3.24(77), nanv ihāparaktānāṃ prakṛtīnāṃ dvividhaṃ pratividhānaṃ tad yathānugraho nigrahaś ceti. 
 108 AŚ 1.13.17–20, atuṣṭāṃs tuṣṭihetos tyāgena sāmnā ca prasādayet. parasparād vā bhedayed enān … tathāpy atuṣyato 

… janapadavidveṣaṃ grāhayet. … upāṃśudaṇḍena janapadakopena vā sādhayet. Translation from OLIVELLE 
2013:81. 
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and stating on two separate occasions that “every strategy is encompassed in loyalty.”109 

This maxim—apparently quoted as a proverb in the Arthaśāstra too—is at the very core of 

the Mudrārākṣasa, expressed in verse 1.14 at the beginning of the play.110 

While the Arthaśāstra has little room for popular maxims of this sort, the Mudrā-

rākṣasa has much more, and perhaps Viśākhadatta has created some aphorisms out of 

statements of the Arthaśāstra. Where the Arthaśāstra enjoins kings to be neither too strict, 

nor too lenient with punishment with the words, “one who punishes severely terrifies the 

people, and one who punishes softly is treated with contempt,”111 Viśākhadatta goes a step 

further. Using very similar terminology, he talks about the attitude of Śrī, royal fortune 

personified as a goddess, to the monarch rather than the attitude of the subjects, saying 

“she is terrified of the severe but will not stay with the soft for fear of contempt.”112 

The Nītisāra 

The above verse of the Mudrārākṣasa continues with a comparison of Śrī to a cour-

tesan whose favours are hard to win. Such personifications of Royal Fortune are quite com-

mon in the Nītisāra of Kāmandaka, a much “softer” text than Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra. For 

instance, it suggests that Śrī should be dragged by her hair and forced to submit, like a 

faithless woman.113 In another version of the metaphor, it adds that the hand by which 

Lady Fortune’s hair must be grasped is policy.114 A very similar image is also found in the 

Mudrārākṣasa, a verse of which talks about the goddess’s body (or statue) bound in one 

place by the ropes of Kauṭilya’s intellect, but dragged toward another by hands that are 

Rākṣasa’s stratagems.115 Another adage that occurs in notably similar form in the Kāmanda-

kīya and the Mudrārākṣasa is the statement that a minister is responsible for his king’s mis-

demeanour just as an elephant’s rampage is the fault of its trainer.116 The Nītisāra also de-

clares that a king must control his heirs warily, for as soon as they see an opportunity, 

they will exploit it to kill the king as lion cubs kill their guard.117 Correspondingly, Rākṣasa 

in the Mudrārākṣasa once remarks that Candragupta, like a tiger cub, destroyed Nanda who 

had nourished him.118 

                                                        
 109 AŚ 7.5.14 and 8.2.24, anurāge sārvaguṇyam. See OLIVELLE 2013:661n7.5.14 for the interpretation of 

sārvaguṇyam as “all strategies.” 
 110 See page 193 for the text of this verse and page 166 for a similar notion in the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa. 
 111 AŚ 1.4.8–9, tīkṣṇadaṇḍo hi bhūtānām udvejanīyo bhavati. mṛdudaṇḍaḥ paribhūyate. Translation based on 

OLIVELLE 2013:69. 
 112 MR 3.5(58), tīkṣṇād udvijate mṛdau paribhavatrāsān na saṃtiṣṭhate. 
 113 Nītisāra 14.11, vaśe śriyaṃ sadotthāyī saiṃhīṃ vṛttiṃ samāśritaḥ| kacagraheṇa kurvīta durvṛttām iva yoṣitam|| 
 114 Nītisāra 10.40, nayāgrahastena hi kālam āsthitaḥ prasahya kurvīta kacagrahaṃ śriyaḥ. 
 115 MR 2.3(31) kauṭilyadhīrajjunibaddhamūrtiṃ manye sthirāṃ mauryakulasya lakṣmīm| upāyahastair api rākṣasena 

vyākṛṣyamāṇām iva lakṣayāmi|| 
 116 Nītisāra 4.47, madodvṛttasya nṛpateḥ saṅkīrṇasyeva dantinaḥ| gacchanty anyāyavṛttasya netāraḥ khalu vācyatām|| 

Compare MR 3.32(85), sa doṣaḥ sacivasyaiva yad asat kurute nṛpaḥ| yāti yantuḥ pramādena gajo 
vyālatvavācyatām|| See also page 200. 

 117 Nītisāra 7.4, 7.4, rakṣyamāṇā yadi cchidraṃ kathañcit prāpnuvanti te| siṃhaśābā iva ghnanti rakṣitāram 
asaṃśayam|| 

 118 MR 2.9(37), iṣṭātmajaḥ sapadi sānvaya eva devaḥ śārdūlapotam iva yaṃ paripuṣya naṣṭaḥ. 
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All these correspondences with the Nītisāra seem to be proverbial statements in 

both and may have been used by the authors of both texts independently. Yet the more 

likely explanation in my opinion is that Viśākhadatta was familiar with Kāmandaka’s trea-

tise and used some of his maxims in his play, possibly without even thinking of where he 

is borrowing from. The stock metaphors of arthaśāstra literature, just like its terminology, 

were probably Viśākhadatta’s daily bread. The converse possibility, namely that it was 

Kāmandaka who had known the Mudrārākṣasa before composing his Nītisāra, is in my opin-

ion not likely. Viśākhadatta is obviously the greater poet of the two, and if Kāmandaka had 

borrowed from him, he would probably have retained more of Viśākhadatta’s word 

choices and more details of the latter’s more elaborate images. 

The verse about Śrī flinching from a harsh king but despising a soft one shows 

that our playwright treated Kauṭilya’s text in the same way, picking up images and altering 

them slightly, usually by adding further detail. As for the non-metaphorical arthaśāstra 

content that he appears to quote, but presents in a form not quite identical to Kauṭilya’s 

Arthaśāstra, I see two possible explanations. One is that Viśākhadatta is citing a text that is 

now lost (or at least not known to me), but is very close in content to the Arthaśāstra. Such 

a text may have been a different recension of Kauṭilya’s text than the one we know, a com-

mentary, or an epitome. The alternative explanation for Viśākhadatta’s not-quite-accu-

rate “quotes” is the same notion that I have proposed earlier in this section: that the poet 

had internalised arthaśāstra tenets to the extent that he used them as his own. 

Nonetheless, the similarities extending down to the level of words make it rea-

sonably certain that Viśākhadatta did actually know both the Nītisāra of Kāmandaka and 

the Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya (if perhaps in a form slightly different from the extant one). 

This is another piece of circumstantial evidence for the date of the dramatist, though it 

does not narrow down the available age bracket to any significant extent. If Kāmandaka 

indeed flourished in the reign of Candragupta II, then Viśākhadatta must have been his 

contemporary or later than him.119 As for the Arthaśāstra, OLIVELLE (2013:51) points out that 

while the text was held in very high regard during the Gupta age, its prominence seems to 

have dwindled and the text appears to have been forgotten altogether by the late eighth 

century.120 This is yet another indication that whenever Viśākhadatta lived, he was prob-

ably earlier than Avantivarman of Kashmir. 

                                                        
 119 My subjective thought on this is that if Kāmandaka and Viśākhadatta had been colleagues in Candragupta’s 

court, then correspondences between their texts would be more numerous and conspicuous. 
 120 The latest dateable author who seems to have known it was Daṇḍin, working around 700 CE in south India; 

Medhātithi, who probably wrote his commentary on the Manusmṛti in ninth-century Kashmir (KANE 
1930:269–270, 275), did not have access to it (OLIVELLE 2013:52). 
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3. Vagrant Verses 
This chapter focusses on verses of the Mudrārākṣasa that are also found in other 

works of literature, primarily anthologies of poetry.121 Such alternative occurrences of 

verses known from the Mudrārākṣasa will herein be referred to as citations, even though—

as we shall see—some of them are in all likelihood not strictly citations, or at least are not 

cited from the Mudrārākṣasa. Much of the painstaking work of searching for citations 

through the maze of Sanskrit literature has already been done by great scholars on whose 

shoulders I can stand like the proverbial dwarf. I am particularly indebted to Ludwik 

Sternbach whose Descriptive Catalogue of Poets quoted in Sanskrit Anthologies and Inscriptions 

(STERNBACH 1980) contains a tremendous wealth of information distilled to heaps of num-

bers and letters. The relevant sections of Anthony Kennedy Warder’s massive Indian Kāvya 

Literature (WARDER 1977:269–273) were also greatly helpful in locating citations and refer-

ences in theoretical works on drama and poetics. Once in possession of the maps provided 

in these fundamental works, my task was merely to walk the paths described by them. 

Anthologies 

Indian literary culture has a long tradition of preserving eloquent didactic verses 

and short epigrams on a wide variety of topics. Such “well-spoken” (subhāṣita) utterances 

were remembered and passed on orally as discrete units even though many of them would 

originally have been part of a larger work. A common synonym for subhāṣita is muktaka, 

“detached,” i.e. a verse that can stand on its own—or more explicitly, one that has been 

loosened from the matrix of which it was originally part.122 Treatises on technical topics 

such as law or philosophy, frequently composed in metrical verse, were as bountiful 

sources of such sayings as were works of literature. Along with didactic stanzas from tales 

and epics, a different sort of poetry also made its way from literary works into the treas-

ure-house of subhāṣitas: strophes remembered for a particularly poignant description of 

particular emotions or situations, often written in elaborate poetic metres rather than the 

short forms more characteristic of epigrammatic poetry. Some such verses were arranged 

into thematic compendia even during the early centuries of the Christian era, but it was 

from the beginning of the second millennium that major anthologies of beautiful utter-

ances (subhāṣitasaṃgraha) came into vogue.123 The compilers of such anthologies probably 

                                                        
 121 Much of the present chapter is a reworked version of my earlier paper on this subject (BALOGH 2013). 
 122 The resonance with mukta, meaning “pearl” among other things, was surely alive in the minds of the 

literati. Subhāṣitas are “pearls of wisdom” as well as pearls released from the oyster shells of diverse opuses 
in the ocean of literature. 

 123 STERNBACH 1974:4. Note that this applies to verse anthologies in Sanskrit; collections of Prakrit subhāṣitas 
survive from a much earlier time. The few popular collections of Sanskrit subhāṣitas from the first 
millennium are hallmarked by the name of a single author (such as Bhartṛhari), though on the one hand 
these authors may have utilised pre-existing verse in their compendia, and on the other hand, the 
collections doubtless grew in transmission and came to include a fair number of stanzas definitely not 
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actively sought to extract quotable stanzas from the by then tremendous repository of 

Sanskrit literature and would often (though sometimes with questionable accuracy124) rec-

ord the names of their composers or the titles of the works in which they were originally 

found. 

The Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa (SRK) of Vidyākara is the earliest surviving Sanskrit 

subhāṣita collection. The text was compiled at the end of the 11th or the beginning of the 

12th century by a Buddhist who in all likelihood enjoyed the patronage of the Pāla dynasty 

of Bengal (KOSAMBI & GOKHALE 1957:xxxiv–xxxix). The collected verses (a total of 1737125) 

are grouped in fifty thematic chapters named vrajyās, “troops.” A later work, the 

Prasannasāhityaratnākara compiled by Nandana in 15th-century Orissa, imitates the ar-

rangement of the Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa and borrows heavily from its contents, having over 

480 verses in common (KOSAMBI & GOKHALE 1957:xxii–xxiii). 

The second oldest extant anthology is the Saduktikarṇāmṛta, composed by 

Śrīdharadāsa in 1205 (STERNBACH 1974:16). The author belonged to the court of king 

Lakṣmaṇasena of the Hindu Sena dynasty that had by this time replaced the Buddhist Pālas 

as the chief power in Bengal. This collection of nearly 2400 verses is divided into five chap-

ters called pravāha, “stream” and subdivided into a total of 476 sections called vīci, “wave,” 

with five stanzas per wave as a rule of thumb. Śrīdhara was definitely familiar with the 

Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa, from which he includes 623 verses in his own compilation (KOSAMBI & 

GOKHALE 1957:xxii). Śrīdhara, however, makes more effort than Vidyākara to identify the 

original author of his citations, though his identifications are not always correct. 

The Sūktimuktāvalī (SMĀ) of Jalhaṇa was produced far to the south and west in the 

Yādava court of Devagiri (present-day Daulatabad) in 1258 CE (STERNBACH 1974:17). This 

collection of nearly 2800 stanzas is divided into 133 thematic paddhatis, “procedures.” 

The Western Indian Paddhati of Śārṅgadhara (ŚDP), comprising well over four 

thousand stanzas, is one of the best known verse anthologies, probably completed in 1363 

at the Cāhamāna court of Śākambharī near the modern city of Jaipur (STERNBACH 1974:17). 

The popularity of the Śārṅgadharapaddhati may have been augmented by the peculiar fact 

that a sizeable portion of its hoard of more than 4600 verses was evidently not included 

for aesthetic merit but rather for practical value on a wide gamut of worldly subjects from 

medicine to metallurgy. This seems by the way to justify the use of the term paddhati, “pro-

cedure” for its 163 chapters, a usage which appears rather strange in the less pragmatic 

collections that adopt this term.  

                                                        
composed by the original author. 

 124 STERNBACH (1974:6) notes that a single particular verse may be attributed to no less than six different 
authors in as many subhāṣitasaṃgrahas, though some of the different “authors” are mere textual variants of 
names no longer familiar to the copyists. 

 125 A fragmentary manuscript containing 525 stanzas from the Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa was published by F. W. 
THOMAS under the conjectured title Kavīndravacanasamuccaya before D. D. KOSAMBI and V. V. GOKHALE’s 
edition (1957) of the full text using two further, more complete manuscripts. 
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The Sūktiratnahāra (SRH; also called Subhāṣitaratnamālā) and the Subhāṣitasudhā-

nidhi (SSN) are two very closely related anthologies from South India. The former was ed-

ited by K. Sāmbaśiva ŚĀSTRĪ (1938) on the basis of a single manuscript, which declares it to 

be the work of Sūrya Kāliṅgarāja, minister to mahārājādhirāja Kulaśekhara, identified 

(STERNBACH 1974:19) as the Pāṇḍya ruler Mārarvarman Kulaśekhara I (r. 1268–1308). The 

latter collection claims to have been compiled by Sāyaṇa, the 14th-century Vijayanagar 

minister better known for his commentary on the Vedas. Both these texts are arranged 

into four parvans, “sections” corresponding to the four puruṣārthas of dharma, artha, kāma 

and mokṣa, each containing a number of paddhatis, “procedures” with verses on a particu-

lar topic. The titles of the paddhatis and the individual verses within each (though not the 

actual order of the verses) overlap to a great extent in the two collections, so STERNBACH 

(1974:20) proposes that the two are merely different versions of one text, of which the 

Sūktiratnahāra is a better representation. This ur-collection may actually have been the 

work of Sāyaṇa and probably does originate in the first half of the 14th century. 

The Subhāṣitāvali or Subhāṣitāvalī (SĀV) of Vallabhadeva is another popular anthol-

ogy that may have been originally compiled as early as the mid-12th century, perhaps, but 

not beyond doubt in Kashmir (STERNBACH 1974:23). The form in which it has been pre-

served, however, is in all probability a result of major reworking carried out in Kashmir 

no earlier than the mid-15th century (POLLOCK 2003:115n). It is arranged in 101 thematic 

chapters again bearing the name paddhati, “procedure.” 

Citations from the Mudrārākṣasa 

Out of the total 174 stanzas of poetry in the Mudrārākṣasa, seventeen also occur in 

one or more major subhāṣita anthologies. Twelve of these seventeen can be accepted as 

originally Viśākhadatta’s on the basis of the consensus of the anthologists, since 1, all these 

verses are ascribed by name to Viśākhadatta or Viśākhadeva, or by title to the Mudrā-

rākṣasa in at least one of the texts that cite them; 2, none of the twelve are ascribed to any 

other author in any anthology studied; and 3, none of them seem to occur in any other 

literary opus. A further study of such citations may shed light on what specimens of 

Viśākhadatta’s poetry pre-modern Indian readers deemed especially worthy of preserva-

tion, and can also provide additional testimony for a future critical edition of the play, 

since the transmission of these anthologies was by and large independent of that of Mudrā-

rākṣasa manuscripts. They do not, however, represent intertextuality, for the anthologies 

are not “true” texts inasmuch as they lay no claim whatsoever to originality and have very 

little in the way of organic structure. Hence I present only a brief summary of these cita-

tions in Table 8 low, before moving on to verses which are also found in literary creations 

other than the Mudrārākṣasa. The second column of the table references citations in major 

anthologies, while the third column shows to what source (if any) a given collection as-

cribes the verse. The fourth column describes the context (thematic chapter or subchapter 

title) in which the stanza is cited. Aside from the great anthologies, the table also lists any 
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further occurrences of the verse I that I have been able to trace. These (where applicable) 

are given without further details in the lines straddling columns 2 to 4 and include minor 

and unpublished subhāṣita anthologies, fables and theoretical works on literature and 

drama.126 

Table 8. Mudrārākṣasa citations with unambiguous attribution 

Verse Cited in127 Attribution Context of citation 

1.1. Sūktimuktāvalī 99.1 anonymous vakrokti 

 Saduktikarṇāmṛta 1.7.5 Viśākhadatta Śiva’s conversations with Pārvatī 

 + 1 unpublished anthology 

1.13. Sūktimuktāvalī 110.62 Viśākhadeva nīti  

 + Alaṃkāramuktāvalī 

1.15. Sūktiratnahāra 35.29 MR (proper) conduct 

3.5. Sūktimuktāvalī 115.18 Viśākhadeva characteristics of Śrī 

 Sūktiratnahāra 167.23 MR Lakṣmī’s imposture 

 Subhāṣitasudhānidhi 165/24 MR ? 

 + 1 minor and 1 unpublished anthology; Nāṭyadarpaṇa 

3.7. Prasannasāhityaratnākara 990 Viśākhadatta autumn 

 Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa 11.13 anonymous autumn 

3.8. Sūktimuktāvalī 62.8 Viśākhadeva autumn 

3.14. Sūktimuktāvalī 123.8 Viśākhadeva service 

 Sūktiratnahāra 124.12 MR censure of royal service 

 Subhāṣitasudhānidhi 170/19 MR ? 

3.16. Sūktimuktāvalī 126.10 Viśākhadeva yearning 

 + 1 unpublished anthology 

3.21. Prasannasāhityaratnākara 33b Viśākhadatta Viṣṇu 

 Sūktimuktāvalī 2.62 Viśākhadeva Viṣṇu 

 Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa 6.30 Viśākhadatta Viṣṇu 

 + 1 unpublished anthology; Alaṃkāramahodadhi, Kāvyānuśāsana, Kāvyaśikṣā, 

Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa, Śṛṅgāraprakāśa 

5.3. Sūktimuktāvalī 110.63 Viśākhadeva nīti 

6.11. Sūktimuktāvalī 109.28 Viśākhadeva decrepit garden 

6.12. Sūktimuktāvalī 109.29 Viśākhadeva decrepit garden 

                                                        
 126 These other citations have been located to a small extent through my own researches, and to a greater 

extent by former scholars such as STERNBACH (1971, 1976 and 1980), WARDER (1977) and KOSAMBI (1948). 
 127 Reference numbers containing a slash are to page number and verse, while those without a slash are to 

chapter (where applicable) and verse number. 



 Chapter 3. Vagrant Verses 193 

Citations of Uncertain Origin 

While twelve of the seventeen Mudrārākṣasa verses cited in the anthologies I have 

studied are ascribed consensually to Viśākhadatta, the remaining five are of questionable 

origin. Three of these (MR 1.22, 3.32 and 4.13) are not ascribed to Viśākhadatta or the 

Mudrārākṣasa in any of the anthologies that cite them, and these verses (or something very 

similar to them) can indeed be found in other literary works as well as the Mudrārākṣasa. 

The other two (MR 1.14 and 2.18) are attributed to the Mudrārākṣasa in some anthologies, 

but also occur in other works of literature. A sixth stanza (MR 2.19), not cited in any of the 

major anthologies, is included in the śatakas of Bhartṛhari. On the following pages I shall 

examine these stanzas in detail. 

1.14, aprājñena ca kātareṇa 

Verse 1.14 of the Mudrārākṣasa is part of Cāṇakya’s monologue at the beginning of 

the main body of the play. Having described Rākṣasa as unwaveringly loyal to his extinct 

masters, he observes that the virtue of loyalty is as important in a royal servant as intelli-

gence and courage—one lacking any of the three is not a king’s man but a spouse. 

aprājñena ca kātareṇa ca guṇaḥ syād bhaktiyuktena kaḥ 
prajñāvikramaśālino ’pi hi bhavet kiṃ bhaktihīnāt phalam| 

prajñāvikramabhaktayaḥ samuditā yeṣāṃ guṇā bhūtaye 
te bhṛtyā nṛpateḥ kalatram itare saṃpatsu cāpatsu ca|| 

The subhāṣita collections that include the verse are the Sūktimuktāvalī of Jalhaṇa, 

the Sūktiratnahāra and the Subhāṣitasudhānidhi.128 The former ascribes it to Viśākhadeva 

and the latter two to the Mudrārākṣasa, so the authorship of Viśākhadatta appears to be 

unchallenged. However, the stanza also occurs in the body of fable literature, without any 

author ascription of course. It is present in the textus simplicior of the Śukasaptati and in an 

11th-century Kannaḍa transcreation of the Pañcatantra.129 What makes the appearance of 

the quatrain in the Śukasaptati particularly interesting is that it is part of a story about 

Nanda and Śakaṭāla.130 This raises the possibility that the verse is not original to the Mudrā-

rākṣasa but derives from earlier fables about Nanda, from which both Viśākhadatta and the 

author of the Śukasaptati drew not only inspiration, but also ready-made text. The gist of 

the verse, though not its exact words, are also found in the Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa,131 so 

                                                        
 128 SMĀ 110.61; SRH 105.7; SSN 106/6. 
 129 Śukasaptati (textus simplicior) 48.2 (50.1 in the separately edited MS A); Pañcatantra of Durgasiṃha 300.17 

(STERNBACH 1976:334). 
 130 See page 111ff. for tales about Śakaṭāla. In this particular story, Nanda imprisons Śakaṭāla and his sons 

because the minister objects to the king’s lawless behaviour and avarice, but subsequently pardons him 
when his wit is needed for the solution of a politically charged riddle. The minister, whose family has died 
in prison, meekly returns to the king’s service and solves the riddle, after which the tale ends. 

 131 See page 166 for details. 
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a proverb to the same effect may have been commonly known in ancient India. Even if the 

verse in this particular form originates from Viśākhadatta rather than from ancient tales, 

the idea it expresses was probably part of folk wisdom. 

As for the exact wording of the stanza, all of the alternative texts 132  read 

sānurāgeṇa instead of bhaktiyuktena in quarter a (besides a few minor variants). Although 

both TELANG and HILLEBRANDT adopt the latter variant, they do so against the overwhelming 

testimony of their manuscripts.133 The other side of the coin is that out of the triple com-

pound prajñāvikramabhaktayaḥ in quarter c, prajñā and vikrama are definitely discussed in 

a and b, so one would expect also to read bhakti rather than a synonym there. 

1.22, uvari ghaṇāghaṇaraḍidaṃ 

This āryā stanza in Prakrit is uttered by the Candanadāsa when Cāṇakya threatens 

to charge him with high treason unless he reveals the location of Rākṣasa’s family. The 

verse compares the situation of a man away from his lover at the start of the monsoon 

season (when travel is next to impossible, so he cannot hope for union with his beloved) 

to that of a man on whose head a snake has fallen while magical herbs are only found in 

the Himalayas. 

uvari ghaṇāghaṇaraḍidaṃ dūre daïdā kim edam āvaḍidaṃ| 

himavadi divvosahio sīse sappo samāviṭṭho|| 

The stanza is only present in three of HILLEBRANDT’s manuscripts and omitted in 

seven,134 wherefore HILLEBRANDT already remarked that it must be “only the quotation of a 

widely spread saying and here a later addition.” 135 It should nonetheless be noted that 

none of TELANG’s witnesses omit the verse, but then again, HILLEBRANDT’s proposal is lent 

force by the fact that the verse comes on a cue uttered by Cāṇakya: śirasi bhayaṃ dūre 

tatpratīkāraḥ. These words may well have reminded an erstwhile copyist or director of a 

subhāṣita which could be inserted here to emphasise the point.136 

                                                        
 132 Assuming that the SSN has the same reading as the SRH, and disregarding the Kannaḍa fable. 
 133 Only one of Telang’s MSS read bhaktiyuktena. HILLEBRANDT’s apparatus reveals only that 6 of his MSS read 

sānurāgena, including two of his four principal witnesses (of which a third begins at the end of act 2, so no 
more than one of the principal MSS can testify the adopted reading bhaktiyuktena). It must be noted for 
fairness’ sake that Vaṭeśvara reads bhaktiyuktena here, so the reading is evidently quite old (Ḍhuṇḍhirāja 
deals with the stanza rather cursorily and does not comment on this word). 

 134 HILLEBRANDT also notes in his apparatus that the verse is not discussed in Graheśvara’s commentary. It is in 
fact also absent from Vaṭeśvara’s and Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s commentaries. 

 135 HILLEBRANDT 1912:31. 
 136 The word bhayam in the cue line is actually replaced by phaṇī in one of HILLEBRANDT’s manuscripts (from 

Bengal) and in Tarkavācaspati’s edition of the Bengal text. It is probably safe to dismiss this variant as non-
original, but the fact that the snake could slither back from the verse to the preceding prose shows that the 
link between the cue and the verse was alive in the textual tradition and may well have worked in either 
direction. 
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Although an identical Prakrit subhāṣita has not been handed down to us in the 

literature I have been able to study, it turns out that there is a whole bevy of works con-

taining equivalent or very similar stanzas in Sanskrit. A literal Sanskrit chāyā for the 

Mudrārākṣasa verse would be: 

upari ghanāghanaraṭitaṃ dūre dayitā kim etad āpatitam| 

himavati divyauṣadhayaḥ śīrṣe sarpaḥ samāviṣṭaḥ|| 

Although the chāyās of Prakrit verses are, more often than not, unmetrical, the 

prosody in this Sanskrit translation is as good as in Prakrit; it is in fact better, since the 

correct Prakrit plural should actually be osahīo according to standard grammar.137 I take 

the metrical shortening to osahio as an indication (though by no means sound proof) that 

the Mudrārākṣasa stanza may be a Prakrit translation (or rather, just a phonological trans-

mutation) of a Sanskrit original. 

Though the above Sanskrit version is still not found in the literature, a very sim-

ilar āryā is attested at least in one important subhāṣita collection (the Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa of 

Vidyākara) and cited in three fundamental works on poetics (the Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa 

(SKĀ) and Śṛṅgāraprakāśa (ŚP) of Bhoja, and the Kāvyānuśāsana of Hemacandra):138 

upari ghanaṃ ghanapaṭalaṃ dūre dayitā kim etad āpatitam| 

himavati divyauṣadhayaḥ kopāviṣṭaḥ phaṇī śirasi||139 

To derive this stanza from the Sanskritised text of the Mudrārākṣasa verse, we first 

need to reject Hillebrandt’s rather idiosyncratic choice of the reading ghaṇāghaṇa° and in-

stead accept ghaṇaṃ ghaṇa°, a variant attested in many MSS of the Mudrārākṣasa.140 Two 

other alterations then need to be made, namely changing raḍidaṃ (Sanskrit raṭitam) to 

vaḍalaṃ (paṭalaṃ),141 and paraphrasing the last quarter of the stanza. 

It is worth pointing out that all four of the sources in which this verse is found 

cite it without attribution to any author. Moreover, the three poetical texts all use it to 

illustrate the use of dṛṣṭānta, “example/allegory” as a poetic device: the verse is about an 

                                                        
 137 PISCHEL 1957:274. The pronunciation osahīŏ would restore the mora count but would produce an 

amphibrach (⏑ - ⏑) in the third foot, which is not normally permitted by the rules of the āryā metre (e.g. 
JACOBI 1886:339) and does not occur anywhere in the Mudrārākṣasa.  

 138 SRK 23.40 (791); SKĀ 3.31.87, p. 353; ŚP p. 619; KĀN p. 252. 
 139 Variant readings: dayitā] KĀN, SKĀ, ŚP; kāntā SRK • kim] SKĀ, ŚP; tad KĀN, SRK • kopā°] KĀN, SKĀ, ŚP; krodhā° 

SRK 
 140 Hillebrandt apparently chose the reading ghaṇāghaṇa° on the basis of a single manuscript (which in his 

introduction he describes as “carelessly written […] and of very moderate value” [HILLEBRANDT 1912:v]) and 
two earlier editions; additionally, two of TELANG’s MSS also support this reading, but Telang’s choice for the 
critical text is the more widely attested ghaṇaṃ ghaṇa°. Hillebrandt’s preference may have been motivated 
by the tenet of lectio difficilior potior or possibly by a disinclination to interpret the adjective ghana as 
qualifying sound. 

 141 The reading is actually attested in the MR, but not strongly: its single witness is the MS HILLEBRANDT 
describes as “of very moderate value”. Other non-orthographic variants for this locus include thaṇiaṃ (S. 
stanitam) in one of HILLEBRANDT’s printed witnesses, and bhaṇiaṃ (S. bhaṇitam) and raṇiaṃ (S. raṇitam), each 
in one of TELANG’s MSS. 
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actual stranded lover whose plight is comparable to that of a hypothetical man with a 

snake on his head and healing herbs far away. In the context of the Mudrārākṣasa however, 

the verse is employed as “allegory twice removed,” where the actual misfortune of 

Candanadāsa is likened to that of a hypothetical lover and a hypothetical snake victim. 

There are, furthermore, two other widely cited Sanskrit āryās, attributed with 

some degree of credibility to specific authors, that may well have influenced the form in 

which the verse appears in the Mudrārākṣasa. One of these, very close to the above version 

except for reading payodharamālā for ghanaṃ ghanapaṭalaṃ in the first quarter, is cited in 

at least three anthologies: the Sūktimuktāvali of Jalhaṇa, the Śārṅgadharapaddhati and the 

Subhāṣitāvali of Vallabhadeva,142 and the former two of these three collections ascribe it to 

Śrī Bhojadeva (the Subhāṣitāvali just gives “someone” as the author). 

upari payodharamālā dūre dayitā kim etad āpatitam| 

himavati divyauśadhayaḥ kopāviṣṭaḥ phaṇī śirasi||143 

I am not aware of such a stanza in the published works of Bhoja, except of course 

the illustrative verse in the Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa and the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa which, however, 

lacks the distinctive reading of payodharamālā. 

Yet another widely prevalent verse, though it differs in its character from the 

variants seen so far, happens to begin with the same words as the version in the Mudrā-

rākṣasa. In this subhāṣita there is no metaphor, but rather a description of nature and a 

rhetorical question: where can the lonely traveller look when the signs of the arrival of 

the monsoon are all around him? This stanza can be traced to the Śṛṅgāraśataka of 

Bhartṛhari and is cited—with ascription to Bhartṛhari—in the Subhāṣitāvali of 

Vallabhadeva and the Sūktimuktāvali of Jalhaṇa, as well as—anonymously—in the 

Śārṅgadharapaddhati.144 (Note that all three of these anthologies also cite the version at-

tributed to Bhoja.) 

upari ghanaṃ ghanapaṭalaṃ tiryag girayo ‘pi nartitamayūrāḥ| 

kṣitir api kandaladhavalā dṛṣṭiṃ pathikaḥ kva pātayatu|| 

Given that none of these three anthologies deviate from the text quoted above 

from the Śṛṅgāraśataka, and the Śatakatraya critical edition itself shows little textual vari-

ation apart from obvious corruption,145 it is probably safe to assume that this stanza does 

indeed originate from Bhartṛhari (leaving open the question of whether he was its author 

or merely an influential and early compiler).  

                                                        
 142 SMĀ 61.34; ŚDP 135.23 (3884); SĀV 1745. 
 143 Variant readings: dayitā] SĀV, SMĀ; bālā ŚDP • kopā°] ŚDP, SMĀ; krodhā° SĀV 
 144 BŚT 87; SMĀ 61.32s; ŚDP 135.25 (3886); SĀV 1744. 
 145 The few substantial variants that are there indicate the influence of oral transmission, e.g. taravo for girayo, 

vasudhā for kṣitir api, valgita for nartita (KOSAMBI 1948:३४). 
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Beyond the major sources treated above in detail, a number of less influential col-

lections of poetry146 also include a verse similar to one version or another of this stanza. 

Thus all the evidence seems to support the conclusion that a stanza very like ours had been 

a widely known Sanskrit subhāṣita before it was inserted into the Mudrārākṣasa in a Pra-

kritised version. The reverse of this hypothesis, namely that a Prakrit original (whether 

from the Mudrārākṣasa or some other source) was translated to Sanskrit by anthologists, is 

contradicted by the fact that several of the texts citing the Sanskrit version do also include 

Prakrit verses, hence they would not have needed to Sanskritise a Prakrit āryā. The omis-

sion of the verse in a substantial proportion of our drama’s manuscripts and commentarial 

testimony lends force to Hillebrandt’s assertion that the verse is not original. Though we 

cannot exclude the possibility that the insertion was done by Viśākhadatta, it is far more 

likely to be the handiwork of some well-meaning person seeking to enrich the play later 

on in the history of the text. 

2.18 ārabhyate na khalu and 2.19, kiṃ śeṣasya 

In the second act Virādhagupta attempts to convince a dejected Rākṣasa to keep 

up his efforts. The first of two verses he recites on this occasion is an aphoristic 

vasantatilaka stanza which delineates three categories of people: the lowly won’t even com-

mence a venture for fear of obstacles, the middling begin but desist when they confront 

obstacles, while supreme people will carry on with their initiative no matter how many 

obstacles they face. 

ārabhyate na khalu vighnabhayena nīcaiḥ 

prārabhya vighnavihatā viramanti madhyāḥ| 

vighnaiḥ punaḥ punar api pratihanyamānāḥ 

prārabdham uttamaguṇās tvam ivodvahanti|| 

This quatrain—with a number of variations—has gained very wide currency in the 

subhāṣita literature and elsewhere. Some editors of the Mudrārākṣasa have taken notice of 

this, or at least of the fact that the Daśarūpāvaloka of Dhanika147 cites this stanza but attrib-

utes it to Bhartṛhari rather than to Viśākhadatta. TELANG (1918:27–28) seems to opine that 

the stanza originated in the Mudrārākṣasa, though his conclusion that “what may be called 

the Subhâṣhita theory […] is the only one that we can adopt” makes this ambiguous. What 

                                                        
 146 A similar stanza is ascribed to Bhoja in the Rasikajīvana of Gadādhara Bhaṭṭa (relying only on STERNBACH’s 

index, I cannot be sure if it reads payodharamālā like the other versions attributed to Bhoja). Unpublished 
texts citing a version of this verse include the Subhāṣitasārasamuccaya (STERNBACH 1980:461); as well as the 
Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa of Bhaṭṭaśrīkṛṣṇa (not related to that of Vidyākara), the Ślokasaṃgraha of Maṇirāma 
Dīkṣita, the Subhāṣitārṇava of Gopīnātha and the Śṛṅgārālāpa (KOSAMBI 1948:३४).  

 147 Avaloka ad Daśarūpa 2.1. It may be worth noting that Dhanika quotes the stanza for its proverbial value (to 
illustrate how the hero of a play ought to be “resolute” [sthira]), not as an illustration of some poetic or 
dramatic feat. 
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he certainly does say is that by some point in time this verse had became a widely circu-

lated subhāṣita, yet he offers no opinion on whether that point in time was before or after 

the composition of the Mudrārākṣasa. DHRUVA (1930:xxiii n) on the other explicitly claims 

that “the stanza belongs in reality to the Mudrārākṣhasa” because its “dramatic mode of 

expression […] is not suited to the Śataka.” 

The pivotal point of both TELANG’s and DHRUVA’s arguments seems to be the ex-

pression tvam iva: “those of the highest quality, like you [says Virādhagupta to Rākṣasa], 

carry on with what they have begun.” However, the version of the stanza found in the 

Śatakatraya of Bhartṛhari148 reads na parityajanti instead of tvam ivodvahanti at the end.149 

Telang and Dhruva evidently studied a text of the Daśarūpāvaloka in which the cited stanza 

read tvam iva, a variant that does occur in some manuscripts of the Avaloka (PARAB 1941:36). 

All in all, there is no evidence to support the claim that Dhanañjaya originally cited this 

stanza from Viśākhadatta, and all we can safely say is that the transmission process of the 

Avaloka was open to transfusion from the memories (and libraries) of scribes, redactors 

and editors. None too surprisingly, the same seems to have been the case with the trans-

mission of the Mudrārākṣasa. Though no reported manuscripts omit the verse, two of Hil-

lebrandt’s manuscripts read uttamaguṇā na parityajanti, while Dhruva and Telang appear to 

have been so overwhelmed by the testimony of their sources that they actually adopted 

this as their primary reading, even though they employed the rejected variant with tvam 

iva as the basis of their arguments quoted above. 

We thus have the verse appearing in a fairly consistent form in Bhartṛhari’s opus, 

and in a somewhat less consistent form in Viśākhadatta’s play. If it were to be found only 

in the Mudrārākṣasa and the centuries of Bhartṛhari, then issues of authorship and plagia-

rism might have some relevance. It is, however, also cited in the Sūktiratnahāra and the 

Subhāṣitasudhānidhi, as well as in the Subhāṣitāvali of Vallabhadeva and a fair number of 

unpublished anthologies.150 As all these collections post-date both the Śatakatraya and the 

Mudrārākṣasa, they do not conclusively prove that the verse had been widely current in 

Viśākhadatta’s time. But what is more important, it also recurs again and again in fables, 

for which questions of plagiarism are hardly germane. Variants of it are found in some 

versions of the Pañcatantra, in at least one manuscript of the textus simplicior of the 

Śukasaptati and in Śivadatta’s version of the Vetālapañcaviṃśatikā.151 

The second verse by which Virādhagupta attempts to console Rākṣasa is also of 

dubious origin. It begins with two rhetorical questions: does the serpent Śeṣa not suffer 

                                                        
 148 More precisely, in the Nītiśataka according to theme, but relegated to the section on “stanzas there is 

reason to suspect” in KOSAMBI’s (1948) critical edition of the BŚT where it bears the number 277. 
 149 The reading tvam ivodvahanti is not found in any reported MS of the Śatakas, KOSAMBI 1948:१०८. 
 150 SRH 168.32, ascribed to the Mudrārākṣasa; SSN 157/26; SĀV 544, anonymous. Anthologies available in MS 

form include the Subhāṣitasāgara, the Padyataraṅginī of Vrajanātha, the Subhāṣitasuradruma of Keḷadi 
Basvappa Nāyaka, the Sārasūktāvalī and an old Jaina anthology without title. For details of these MSS see 
KOSAMBI 1948:१०८. 

 151 For details refer to STERNBACH 1971:303 (Pañcatantra), STERNBACH 1976:30 (Vetālapañcaviṃśatikā) and 
STERNBACH 1976:304 (Śukasaptati). 
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the weight of the earth he carries, or does the Sun not tire of its ceaseless movement? Of 

course they do, yet respectable people follow an innate vow of excellence in whatever they 

betake themselves to, and falling short would be shameful to them. 

kiṃ śeṣasya bharavyathā na vapuṣi kṣmāṃ na kṣipaty eṣa yat 

kiṃ vā nāsti pariśramo dinapater āste na yan niścalaḥ| 

kiṃ tv aṅgīkṛtam utsṛjan kṛpaṇavat ślāghyo jano lajjate 

nirvyūḍhiḥ pratipannavastuṣu satām ekaṃ hi gotravratam|| 

The testimony of Mudrārākṣasa witnesses does not unanimously support the in-

clusion of this verse: it is omitted in three of Hillebrandt’s and one of Telang’s manuscripts, 

while Dhruva actually rejects it from his critical text, though only one of his sources omits 

it. Although the stanza is not a widely current subhāṣita, it too occurs in the centuries of 

Bhartṛhari.152 The version there reads kūrmasya instead of śeṣasya in all reported manu-

scripts (while that variant is not found in any MSS of the Mudrārākṣasa), and differs from 

the Mudrārākṣasa version in a few other details which are, however, also found in some 

manuscripts of the play. Given that the manuscript tradition of both works is inconsistent 

with regard to the presence of the verse, but consistent with regard to reading kūrma or 

śeṣa, assigning the stanza to either Bhartṛhari or Viśākhadatta as its original author would 

be based on mere speculation.153 It is easily possible that a subhāṣita by a third author could 

have found its way into both the drama and the śatakas, while not being preserved in any 

other text. 

Given that no reported manuscript of the Mudrārākṣasa omits the first verse and 

all available commentators discuss it, I adduce that it was probably present in Viśākha-

datta’s original version of the play while the second, attested only partially in the manu-

script tradition, is most likely a later insertion. However, even if one or both of these stan-

zas were placed here by Viśākhadatta, I do not think he composed them.154 Rather, he 

picked a known subhāṣita (or two) and tweaked it (or them) to fit in better with the dia-

logue.155 Indeed, it is actually quite fitting that the agent Virādhagupta—embarrassed by 

having to see his lord the erstwhile political mastermind literally in tears (sāsram)—should 

                                                        
 152 BŚT 232, classed among saṃśayitaślokāḥ. Though not cited in the great anthologies, the stanza is found in 

the unpublished Subhāṣitakhaṇḍa of Gaṇeśabhaṭṭa (KOSAMBI 1948:९१). 
 153 What may have motivated a poet (or scribe) to change either śeṣa to kūrma or vice versa is an interesting 

question to ponder, but again, cannot go beyond speculation. One reasonable possibility (my thanks to 
Judit Törzsök for the suggestion) is that the motivation was ideological: while Śeṣa is non-sectarian, Kūrma 
may have been perceived to be markedly vaiṣṇava (though it too may in fact be very early non-sectarian 
mythology). Either may thus have replaced the other depending on the doctrinal affiliation of the author 
or compiler concerned. Another, even more speculative possibility is that the choice of Śeṣa by Viśākha-
datta (either utilising a pre-existing subhāṣita with Kūrma or composing the verse on his own) may have 
been governed by Virādhagupta’s earlier guise, the snake charmer. 

 154 Contrary to KONOW (1914:67) who remarks that MR 2.18 was probably borrowed into the 
Vetālapañcaviṃśatikā from the Mudrārākṣasa, and in agreement SASTRI (1931:166) who believes it was 
introduced into the Viśākhadatta’s work from “the floating literature of his time.” 

 155 Adding tvam iva to the first, and changing kūrma to śeṣa in the second. 
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try to hearten him with a readily available, if not downright hackneyed, snippet of com-

mon wisdom. Nor does Rākṣasa’s subsequent reply give the agent’s attempt at encourage-

ment any more consideration than such an empty phrase deserves. Once again in control 

of himself, he states that one must obviously carry on with what he has begun, and urges 

the spy to carry on with his account. 

3.32, sa doṣaḥ sacivasyaiva 

This sententious subhāṣita is recited by Candragupta’s seneschal (to himself) after 

the king and Cāṇakya have seemingly fallen out. It is a simple and straightforward śloka 

that deems a minister responsible for his king’s improper behaviour, just as an elephant 

driver is at fault if his animal becomes uncontrollable. 

sa doṣaḥ sacivasyaiva yad asat kurute nṛpaḥ| 

yāti yantuḥ pramādena gajo vyālatvavācyatām|| 

The stanza is ascribed (though not traceable) to the Pañcatantra in the 

Sūktiratnahāra and is cited anonymously in the Subhāṣitasudhānidhi. Since the manuscripts 

of the Mudrārākṣasa unanimously support its the inclusion and show no textual variation 

except for one case of obvious corruption,156 the stanza was probably present in the au-

thor’s version of the Mudrārākṣasa. It is definitely in the style of countless proverbial ślokas, 

but whether Viśākhadatta composed it in this style or merely adopted it from popular wis-

dom cannot be decided. As noted above (page 187), the Nītisāra of Kāmandaka expresses 

an identical thought in a different verse but with several identical terms. Therefore the 

most likely explanation is that the idea predates Viśākhadatta, but this particular verse is 

his own, and may in turn have been utilised in one of the redactions of the Pañcatantra. 

4.13, atyucchrite mantriṇi 

When Rākṣasa wants to convince Malayaketu that Candragupta’s falling out with 

Cāṇakya affords the perfect opportunity to attack Pāṭaliputra, he fortifies his argument 

with two verses. The first of these seems to say that royal fortune (śrī) stands straddle-

legged when a king and a minister are both lofty (powerful), and, unable to sustain this 

exertion because she is a woman (i.e. weak), she will soon abandon one of the two. 

atyucchrite mantriṇi pārthive ca viṣṭabhya pādāv upatiṣṭhate śrīḥ| 

sā strīsvabhāvād asahā bharasya tayor dvayor ekataraṃ jahāti|| 

The stanza is cited with minor variation in the Sūktiratnahāra (attributed to the 

Pañcatantra), and also appears (anonymously) in the related Subhāṣitasudhānidhi. 157  As 

pointed out already by SPEYER (1908:51–54), it is indeed found in numerous versions of the 

                                                        
 156 Reading jantuḥ for yantuḥ in one of Hillebrandt’s MSS. 
 157 SRH 83.16; SSN 113/16. 
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Pañcatantra,158 including the early recension called the Tantrākhyāyikā, from which the 

Bṛhatkathā seems to have borrowed a part of its content. Therefore, says Speyer, this stanza 

must also have been present in some form or another in the lost Bṛhatkathā. He further 

speculates that since the verse is introduced in the Pañcatantra with the words sādhu caitad 

ucyate, “and rightly do they say,” it must be a quotation from a pre-existing text, namely 

the Mudrārākṣasa. 

However, as HERTEL (1916:136) pointed out in his critique of Speyer’s proposal, the 

content of the stanza definitely appears more pertinent to the Pañcatantra story. It is re-

cited by the jackal Damanaka in an attempt to alienate the lion king Piṅgalaka from his 

friend-made-minister, the bull Saṃjīvaka. The verse snugly fits the context of exhorting a 

king against raising a minister to a position as high as his own, whereas it is quite irrele-

vant to the situation in the Mudrārākṣasa, where Rākṣasa believes in Candragupta’s im-

pending fall because the latter has (ostensibly) fired Cāṇakya, not because he has raised 

him too high.159 Furthermore (as HERTEL 1916:137 also observed), the verse does not appear 

firmly rooted in the manuscript tradition of the Mudrārākṣasa. Though only one of Telang’s 

sources omit it, it is absent from no less than four of the manuscripts used by Hillebrandt, 

who also notes that two of his texts invert the order of 4.13 and 4.14.160 In conclusion I 

believe that verse 4.13 was not originally part of the Mudrārākṣasa, but was rather inserted 

subsequently by a copyist or redactor who knew the verse as a subhāṣita and thought it 

pertinent to this point in the drama.161 

The verse also occurs in some of the prologues to the Mudrārākṣasa,162 where it 

forms an integral part of the story of King Nanda and Minister Śakaṭāla. HERTEL (1916:138) 

points out that a vernacular version of this verse is also found in a Braj tale about Nanda 

and Cāṇakya, but the tale is in fact also a “Śakaṭāla” story in all but name.163 Rather than 

being just an adage recited by a character to underscore a point, the stanza appears in 

these fables as a sort of divine message inscribed on a rock, and supplies the reason for 

                                                        
 158 Pañcatantra (reconstructed) 1.65; also Hitopadeśa 2.125. For details of loci in various Pañcatantra versions 

refer to STERNBACH 1980:460. The idea is also found, as first pointed out by SPEYER (1908:51), in the part of 
the Kathāsaritsāgara that summarises the same Pañcatantra tale (KSS 10.60.118cd–119, yas tulyaḥ kriyate rājñā 
na tadvac chrīḥ prasarpati|| dvayor dattapadā sā ca tayor ucchritayoś calā| na śaknoti ciraṃ sthātuṃ dhruvam ekaṃ 
vimuñcati||). 

 159 Applying a mild dose of the shoehorn, it is possible to read the verse so that its first half describes a 
desirable situation (Fortune stands solidly on a king and minister of matching stature), while the second 
sketches an undesirable alternative (if only one of the pair [ekatara] remains for Fortune to lean on, then 
she will abandon him too). Though this interpretation would fit the plot of the drama, it requires rather 
too much assumption. The commentary of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja interprets the stanza in a similar vein, supplying 
even more extratextual information on both the gymnastics involved and the politological implications. 

 160 N, b, Be and M omit the verse; K and Ch have it after 4.14. 
 161 Again in agreement with HERTEL (1916:136), who put his conclusion in no uncertain terms: “Was kann 

klarer sein, als daß sich nach Inhalt und Wortlaut die vierzehnte Strophe an die prosaische Rede Rākṣasa’s 
unmittelbar anschließt, während die dreizehnte nicht nur den Zusammenhang störend zerreißt, sondern 
auch dem Inhalt der Prosa widerspricht?” 

 162 See note 179 on page 127 about this verse in Ananta’s prologue; it is also found in the preamble of the 
Bikaneri manuscript, for which see page 128. 

 163 जुँ राजा अ�ँ मंि� दोऊन को तेज बराबर होय तो िलछमी दोउ एक कु छाडै। Cited in HERTEL 1916:138 and HERTEL 
1914:58. See note 180 on page 127 herein for a summary of the tale. 
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which Śakaṭāla murders Nanda. This raises the possibility that the stanza, before becoming 

proverb, actually originated in a story of the Nanda cycle. 

Creative Recycling 

The study of the intertextual connections of the Mudrārākṣasa shows that textual 

links manifest in several ways depending on both the nature of the parent text and the 

content of the copresent text segment. Our author did not perceive treatises on polity (as 

well as, probably, śāstric texts in general) in the same way as he did literature, treating the 

latter as texts where form of expression goes hand in hand with content to trigger an aes-

thetic experience, but seeing the former as a largely pragmatic repository of knowledge in 

which content predominates over form, and content too is subject to revision and altera-

tion on the basis of practical experience. I thus consider the parallelisms between the 

Mudrārākṣasa and the arthaśāstra works to be something different from genuine intertex-

tuality164 and based rather on the commonality of ideas, just as modern scholarly and sci-

entific treatises frequently share plenty of ideas and even express them in very similar 

terminology without one being a true textual reflection on the other. 

The examination of anthologies and the source attributions recorded in these is 

helpful in the identification of a different level of intertextuality comprised of the copres-

ence of some sententious verses in two or more texts. My examination of the Mudrārākṣasa 

from this aspect shows that such stanzas frequently recur verbatim or almost verbatim in 

various literary pieces, which indicates that the form of expression is as integral to these 

as the content. Their use may thus qualify as an instance of intertextuality, but this is still 

a limited form. These stanzas have turned into autonomous “microtexts” in Sanskrit liter-

ature: they are muktakas in the added sense that they have lost all connections to whatever 

larger text (if any) originally contained them. Their inclusion in any newly created text 

merely serves to underline a truism, not to enhance aesthetic experience by triggering the 

recipient’s impressions of an earlier text. 

Apropos of the use of such second-hand stanzas in the Pañcatantra, TAYLOR 

(2007:140) theorises that the repeated occurrence of textual units in multiple texts may 

have been seen as corroboration of the truth of these statements and thus served to en-

hance the perceived validity of whatever new text they reappeared in. Another reason 

why pre-established truisms can be expected to pop up in literary texts is that authors 

would seek to make their characters lifelike—and this is perhaps especially true for au-

thors of drama, where roles tend to be more human than the larger-than-life figures of 

myths and epics. If real-life people spice their conversation with a sprinkling of subhāṣitas 

(as they in all likelihood did, at least the erudite ones), then so should fictional characters. 

In the particular case of the Mudrārākṣasa I am quite certain that verse 2.18 (about people 

                                                        
 164 That is to say, in a structuralist sense. The use of common terminology could and should be regarded 

intertextual from a post-structuralist perspective. 
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who continue to strive against obstacles, spoken by Virādhagupta in an attempt to hearten 

Rākṣasa) was added by Viśākhadatta from a pre-existing stock for precisely that purpose: 

it would be natural for the character in the given circumstances to cite common lore. A 

few more stanzas of the Mudrārākṣasa165 do seem like good subhāṣita material, but are not 

cited in anthologies or, if cited, are attributed unanimously to Viśākhadatta. These appear 

to have been fabricated by Viśākhadatta in a proverbial style, but may also have been once-

common proverbs that did not happen to be survive in any literary text other than the 

Mudrārākṣasa. 

It is also evident that popular aphorisms can worm their way into literary texts 

after their original composition. Just as the purposefully compiled collections of subhāṣitas 

grew in their transmission as copyists expanded their chapters with similar verses from 

their memories or libraries,166 so too could a drama (or other literary work) acquire new 

verses from the subhāṣita tradition. In the Mudrārākṣasa, verse 4.13 (about Fortune aban-

doning king and minister if they both rise too high) was probably added by a well-meaning 

scribe (or stage director) to give further support to a point already emphasised in verse by 

the pre-existing 4.14. Similarly, 1.22 (the Prakrit āryā about the lover in the monsoon) is 

probably also a later addition to the text, perhaps originating as a marginal note in San-

skrit scribbled by a copyist whom Cāṇakya’s threat reminded of this subhāṣita, and Pra-

kritised by a later generation who took it as Candanadāsa’s utterance. The same may be 

true of verses 2.19, 3.32 and 1.14, though in these cases the evidence is not sufficient to 

judge whether they had first existed outside the play, and if yes, whether they were in-

serted by the author or by a later scribe. 

On the other hand, lyrical stanzas that made it from the Mudrārākṣasa into anthol-

ogies on aesthetic grounds are not shrouded in any uncertainty with regard to their origin. 

They are consensually attributed to our playwright and seem not to have been recycled 

by any other author. This confirms the intuitive feeling that an author (say, of a drama) 

would have few qualms about lifting into his own opus a didactic stanza composed by 

someone else, keeping both form and content more or less intact; but the same author 

would refrain from borrowing a segment of the work of another poet if the chief merit of 

that particular segment were its poetical excellence. It appears that when an author par-

ticularly liked a predecessor’s turn of phrase, poetic image or story element, he only felt 

entitled to reuse it after tweaking it sufficiently to result in a novel creation, although one 

reminiscent of its original and thus producing a specimen of the most complex level of 

intertextuality. In addition to the negative evidence of the unanimous attribution of poetic 

                                                        
 165 Such as MR 1.15 (the śloka about kings not liking to work), cited only in the Sūktiratnahāra and apparently 

not noticed by other anthologists in spite of its pithy statement about human nature supported by a 
parallel claim about the animal world. I am also personally surprised that, for example, MR 1.3, another 
gnomic śloka with a natural illustration for a human phenomenon (cīyate bāliśasyāpi satkṣetrapatitā kṛṣiḥ| na 
śāleḥ stambakaritā vaptur guṇam apekṣate||), has not been included in any anthology. 

 166 STERNBACH 1974:7. 
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subhāṣitas in the anthologies and the positive evidence of the intertextual allusions dis-

cussed in Chapter 1, further examples corroborating this trend could certainly be found 

both specifically in Viśākhadatta’s work and generally in the compositions of other San-

skrit authors. 

GRANOFF (2009:135) points out that Sanskrit poeticists (from the 9th century on-

ward) took great care to define what constituted “permitted borrowing and what was to 

be condemned as outright theft.” The Kāvyamīmāṃsā of Rājaśekhara (turn of the 9th cen-

tury; relevant content summarised ibid. 139–142) distinguishes four types of borrowing 

arranged into a hierarchy of acceptability from despicable to laudable depending on the 

extent to which the borrowed text is transmuted, and four corresponding classes of poet 

plus a fifth level, the “super-poet” whose inspiration is entirely original and comes to him 

without effort. The theoreticians’ concerns with the spectre of plagiarism may well have 

been relevant to the actual practice of poets, but they seem in the main to address the 

recycling of subject material,167 sanctioning it on the provision that the form of expression 

is novel. Besides, these categories seem applicable to entire creations (regardless of their 

size, from muktaka to mahākāvya) rather than to small copresent components of otherwise 

independent texts. While GRANOFF (2009:142) does point out that “A learned reader might 

well have been expected to recognize the allusion, and part of the pleasure of the reading 

or hearing surely lay in the proud moment of recognition of often subtle echoes to an 

earlier work,” the poeticians whose work she analyses seem to have ignored such consid-

erations. Authors, however, evidently did exploit the opportunities afforded by intertex-

tual allusions to increase the complexity of aesthetic experience. 

While I am convinced that more intertextual allusions could be uncovered both 

in the Mudrārākṣasa and in other plays pointing at the Mudrārākṣasa, I also feel that one 

must be cautious about textual parallelisms, which are not always the products of con-

scious intertextuality, but simply of the utilisation of a widespread maxim by two or more 

authors. For instance, DHRUVA (1891:31) points to a stanza of the Mudrārākṣasa (which says 

that deer are timid vegetarians harming, and wonders why hunters nonetheless insist on 

killing the innocent things168), remarking that “the same parable is found in a perfected 

form” in a stanza that the Śārṅgadharapaddhati ascribes to Muktāpīḍa (where the deer are 

not merely vegetarians but practically forest hermits).169 Dhruva is only concerned with 

proving that Muktāpīḍa170 is later than Viśākhadatta, but the citation has little strength as 

evidence for this. In fact, the basic idea is also found in the Kāmandakīya Nītisāra171 with an 

                                                        
 167 The relevant section of the Kāvyamīmāṃsā (cited by GRANOFF 2009:141) repeatedly uses the words vastu and 

artha. 
 168 MR 7.4 (157), mottūṇa āmisāïṃ maraṇabhaeṇaṃ taṇehi jīvante| vāhāṇa muddhahariṇe hantuṃ ko ṇāma 

ṇibbandho|| Dhruva cites his own text, which differs from Hillebrandt’s only in minor details. 
 169 vasanty araṇyeṣu caranti dūrvāṃ pibanti toyāny aparigrahāṇi| tathāpi vadhyā hariṇā narāṇāṃ ko lokam 

ārādhayituṃ samarthaḥ||, cited by DHRUVA 1891:31. 
 170 Whose date Dhruva gives as 695–732 CE, which his editor, Georg Bühler, corrects to 726–753 in a footnote. 
 171 1.45, śuciḥ śaṣpāṅkurāhāro vidūrakramaṇakṣamaḥ| lubdhakād gītalobhena mṛgo mṛgayate vadham|| 
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additional element that hunters lure deer by singing, while this latter element on its own 

appears as a proverb in one of Kālidāsa’s plays.172 Similarly, TÖRZSÖK (2003:7) mentions a 

possible case of Murāri’s borrowing from the śatakas of Bhartṛhari, as both use an image 

in which senescence is likened to a role put on by an actor.173 Although it is safe to assume 

that Sanskrit poets had profound knowledge of the works of their great predecessors, the 

copresence of a thought or an image does not necessarily comprise an intentional allusion 

by the later author to the earlier one, unless corroborated by details such as unusual 

phrasing or a complex image matching in several components. Nonetheless, to wrap the 

argument back into itself, such parallels could be perceived by later recipients as intertex-

tual allusions even if they had not been intended as such by their author. 

                                                        
 172 Mālavikāgnimitra after 3.19, vāhagīdagrattāe hariṇīe via asaṃkidāe. 
 173 Anargharāghava: gātrair girā ca vikalaś caṭum īśvarāṇāṃ kurvann ayaṃ prahasanasya naṭaḥ kṛto ’smi tan māṃ 

punaḥ palitavarṇakabhājam enam nāṭyena kena naṭayiṣyati dīrgham āyuḥ|| and Vairāgyaśataka 50cd, jarājīrṇair 
aṅgair naṭa iva valīmaṇḍitatanur naraḥ saṃsārāṅke viśati yamadhānīyavanikām; both cited by TÖRZSÖK 2003:7. 
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4. The Metres in Context 

Viśākhadatta’s Metre Usage 

The Mudrārākṣasa174 contains a total of 174 stanzas of verse. As shown in Table 9 

and illustrated in Figure 1, the large majority of these (123 stanzas, over 70%) are in fully 

determinate syllabo-quantitative verse (varṇavṛtta).175 Partially determined syllabic verse 

is represented by a fair sprinkling of classical ślokas176 (23 stanzas, 13%), and there is a sim-

ilar number of foot-based syllabo-quantitative verses (gaṇavṛtta; 28 stanzas, 16%). The 

overwhelming majority of the foot-based verses are in the āryā metre (25 instances), with 

2 specimens of gīti and one udgīti. The ślokas are predominantly of the regular or pathyā 

type, with 4 vipulās out of a total of 23.177 Among the fully determinate syllabic metres, the 

śārdūlavikrīḍita reigns supreme, but the sragdharā, vasantatilaka and śikhariṇī are also prev-

alent. These four account for over 80% of all the varṇavṛtta verses. Eleven further metres 

occur but rarely, with five (including the extremely rare suvadanā178) represented by a 

mere one instance each. 

Almost all of the determinate verse is in samacatuṣpadī metres where the metrical 

pattern is identical for the four quarters of the stanza; ardhasama metres are represented 

by a total of three verses in two metres, puṣpitāgrā and mālabhāriṇī. 

Of the 174 verses, 148 are in Sanskrit. The 26 Prakrit179 verses include the over-

whelming majority of the āryā stanzas in the play (21 out of a total of 25), both specimens 

                                                        
 174 Referring, as always, to the critical edition of HILLEBRANDT (1912). DHRUVA (1936 and 1937) discusses a 

number of “verses mistaken for prose” in the text of the Mudrārākṣasa. Some of these appear as verses in 
Hillebrandt’s edition (though often quite differently from the forms reconstructed by Dhruva), but most 
are in my opinion overenthusiastic attempts to “improve” the received text by versifying parts of it, freely 
adding connectives to fill up the metre and occasionally rearranging the words. Nonetheless, Dhruva may 
be right that some verses have eroded into prose in the transmission of the Mudrārākṣasa. For my part, I am 
quite certain that the text after 2.8(36) “api ca. avinīte, tad aham āśrayonmūlanenaiva tvām akāmāṃ karomi,” 
contains part of a lost anuṣṭubh stanza. Verse 2.8 is introduced with “api ca. anabhijāte” (addressing Śrī), 
followed directly by the almost identical “api ca. avinīte,” which suggests another verse. 

 175 See the Index of Metres on page 247 for the list of specific verses representing each metre. See also BALOGH 
2015 (in Hungarian only) about a peculiarity noticed in connection with Viśākhadatta’s treatment of 
caesurae in certain metres, a topic to which I hope to return in the future. 

 176 Since the Sanskrit word śloka is often used for stanzas of other metres as well, in accordance with common 
practice I refer to the metre as anuṣṭubh in this dissertation. It must, however, be kept in mind that the 
classical śloka (also known as vaktra) is not identical to the Vedic anuṣṭubh metre. 

 177 Specifically: na vipulā (⏓ ⏓ ⏓ – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏓ in one of the odd quarters) 1.3 and 7.14; bha vipulā (⏓ – ⏑ – – ⏑ ⏑ ⏓ in 
one of the odd quarters) 7.18; ma vipulā (⏓ – ⏑ – – : – – ⏓ in one of the odd quarters) 2.24. 

 178 A metre very similar to the sragdharā and actually mistaken for it in Stenzler’s database (KÜHNAU 1890:46). 
SUKTHANKAR (1921:113) points out this mistake and notes that though there are several examples of 
suvadanā in Aśvaghoṣa’s plays, Viśākhadatta is the only classical dramatist to use it at all. 

 179 As regards the precise language of these verses, I would call six of these (5 āryās and the single udgīti) 
Māgadhī; seven (all āryās) are Śaurasenī and thirteen (9 āryās, the 2 gītis and the 2 mālinīs) appear to be 
Māhārāṣṭrī. I have not, however, studied in depth the manuscript readings for the Prakrit verses (see 
HILLEBRANDT 1905 for an analysis of some of the most problematic ones), but assume that the clear 
character of the three Prakrit languages in the critical text is largely due to Hillebrandt’s efforts at 
restoration. Whether Viśākhadatta himself conformed to the standard conventions of dramatic Prakrits is 
an issue that remains to be investigated. 
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of gīti and the single example of udgīti, as well as two syllabo-quantitative stanzas in the 

mālinī metre, one of which has end-rhymes in the pattern AABB. 

Table 9. Distribution of Metres in the Mudrārākṣasa 

category type number category type number 

gaṇavṛtta  28 varṇavṛtta  124 

 āryā 25  śārdūlavikrīḍita 39 

 gīti 2  sragdharā 24 

 udgīti 1  vasantatilaka 19 

anuṣṭubh  23  śikhariṇī 18 

 pathyā 19  mālinī 4 

 na-vipulā 2  upajāti 4 

 bha-vipulā 1  hariṇī 3 

 ma-vipulā 1  praharṣiṇī 3 

    mālabhāriṇī 2 

    rucirā 2 

    mandākrāntā 1 

    pṛthvī 1 

    puṣpitāgrā 1 

    suvadanā 1 

    vaṃśastha 1 

  

gaṇavṛtta

anuṣṭubh

śārdūlavikrīḍita

sragdharā

vasantatilaka

śikhariṇī
other

varṇavṛtta

Figure 1. Distribution of Metres in the Mudrārākṣasa 
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Metrical Profiles 

To place Viśākhadatta’s metre usage in context, I have compared the proportions 

of the various metres in the Mudrārākṣasa to those found in other Sanskrit dramas. For this 

analysis I tallied the number of verses in each particular metre in the following works in 

addition to the Mudrārākṣasa: the Svapnavāsavadatta and Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa of (pre-

sumably) Bhāsa; the Mṛcchakaṭika of (perhaps) Śūdraka; the Mālavikāgnimitra, 

Abhijñānaśākuntala and Vikramorvaśīya of Kālidāsa; the Ratnāvalī, Nāgānanda and 

Priyadarśikā of Harṣa; the Mālatīmādhava, Mahāvīracarita and Uttararāmacarita of 

Bhavabhūti; the Veṇīsaṃhāra of Bhaṭṭa Nārāyaṇa; the Bālarāmāyaṇa, Pracaṇḍapāṇḍava and 

Viddhaśālabhañjikā of Rājaśekhara; the Caṇḍakauśika and Naiṣadhānanda of Kṣemīśvara and 

the Hanumannāṭaka or Mahānāṭaka of Dāmodara.180 This corpus comprises a total of 4563 

stanzas, out of which 4040 (88.5%) are accounted for by nine popular metres,181 each of 

which has over 150 instances in the corpus (for comparison, the next most common metre, 

hariṇī, has just 67 instances). Therefore I have restricted my analysis to these nine metres, 

statistics for which are shown in shown in Table 10. 

Since the total number of stanzas per play varies widely (from as few as fifty in 

the Priyadarśikā to as many as 789 in the Bālarāmāyaṇa), comparisons can only become 

meaningful if the occurrences of stanzas of various metres are expressed as a percentage 

of the total number in any given opus. Table 11 shows the nine common metres in this 

manner, and to render the presentation easier to overview, cells are shaded in increasingly 

darker grey for higher percentages. If the relative frequency of each metre were by and 

large identical for different authors, then each column of the table would appear a fairly 

homogeneous shade of grey (steadily lighter toward the right-hand edge of the table as 

the metres’ aggregated frequency declines). This is, however, far from being the case: dif-

ferent authors clearly favour different metres and some of their differences may even be 

related to the period in which an author flourished. 
  

                                                        
 180 For the number of verses per metre in these dramas, I have mostly relied on Stenzler’s data in KÜHNAU 

1890, supplemented by the following sources: KALE 1936:410–412 (Veṇīsaṃhāra); GRIMAL 1989:649 
(Mahāvīracarita); STEINER 1997:214–215, 234–237 (Harṣa plays); SUKTHANKAR 1921:108 (Bhāsa plays); WARDER & 

KUNJUNNI RAJA 1986:xl–xliv (Naiṣadhānanda), and my autopsy of the Mudrārākṣasa. 
 181 The count for upajāti includes stanzas in pure indravajrā and upendravajrā, since some of the indices from 

which my data are derived make no distinction between these. 
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Table 10. Instances of metres in Sanskrit dramas 
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Mudrārākṣasa 39 23 19 24 25 18 4 4 1 17 174 

Svapnavāsavadatta 6 26 11 0 3 2 0 2 0 7 57 

Pratijñāyaugandharāyana 5 29 8 0 1 1 5 4 0 14 67 

Mṛcchakaṭika 35 88 43 5 65 5 15 40 0 65 361 

Mālavikāgnimitra 4 17 5 2 35 1 2 7 4 19 96 

Abhijñānaśākuntala 22 36 30 2 45 8 10 16 7 45 221 

Vikramorvaśīya 11 30 12 0 31 2 7 5 4 29 131 

Ratnāvalī 23 9 9 11 14 6 3 1 0 9 85 

Nāgānanda 30 24 8 17 19 3 2 7 0 4 114 

Priyadarśikā 20 0 6 8 12 1 1 2 0 0 50 

Mālatīmādhava 32 14 49 6 8 21 21 10 15 48 224 

Mahāvīracarita 75 129 39 28 3 31 13 20 17 30 385 

Uttararāmacarita 25 89 26 0 2 30 16 12 13 40 253 

Veṇīsaṃhāra 32 53 39 20 6 35 7 1 0 10 203 

Bālarāmāyaṇa 208 126 160 94 17 15 37 12 67 53 789 

Pracaṇḍapāṇḍava 41 25 25 12 2 0 5 3 5 25 143 

Viddhaśālabhañjikā 36 3 11 10 12 8 11 6 2 17 116 

Caṇḍakauśika 23 36 27 8 6 20 1 12 9 20 162 

Naiṣadhānanda 28 55 25 7 14 10 6 23 8 26 202 

Hanumannāṭaka 253 109 83 77 3 24 59 55 22 45 730 

TOTAL 948 921 635 331 323 241 225 242 174 523 4563 
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Table 11. Proportions of metres in Sanskrit dramas 

Author Play śā
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Viśākhadatta Mudrārākṣasa 22% 13% 11% 14% 14% 10% 2% 2% 1% 

Bhāsa? 
Svapnavāsavadatta 11% 46% 19% 0% 5% 4% 0% 4% 0% 

Pratijñāyaugandharāyana 7% 43% 12% 0% 1% 1% 7% 6% 0% 

Śūdraka? Mṛcchakaṭika 10% 24% 12% 1% 18% 1% 4% 11% 0% 

Kālidāsa 

Mālavikāgnimitra 4% 18% 5% 2% 36% 1% 2% 7% 4% 

Abhijñānaśākuntala 10% 16% 14% 1% 20% 4% 5% 7% 3% 

Vikramorvaśīya 8% 23% 9% 0% 24% 2% 5% 4% 3% 

Harṣa 

Ratnāvalī 27% 11% 11% 13% 16% 7% 4% 1% 0% 

Nāgānanda 26% 21% 7% 15% 17% 3% 2% 6% 0% 

Priyadarśikā 40% 0% 12% 16% 24% 2% 2% 4% 0% 

Bhavabhūti 

Mālatīmādhava 14% 6% 22% 3% 4% 9% 9% 4% 7% 

Mahāvīracarita 19% 34% 10% 7% 1% 8% 3% 5% 4% 

Uttararāmacarita 10% 35% 10% 0% 1% 12% 6% 5% 5% 

Nārāyaṇa Veṇīsaṃhāra 16% 26% 19% 10% 3% 17% 3% 0% 0% 

Rājaśekhara 

Bālarāmāyaṇa 26% 16% 20% 12% 2% 2% 5% 2% 8% 

Pracaṇḍapāṇḍava 29% 17% 17% 8% 1% 0% 3% 2% 3% 

Viddhaśālabhañjikā 31% 3% 9% 9% 10% 7% 9% 5% 2% 

Kṣemīśvara 
Caṇḍakauśika 14% 22% 17% 5% 4% 12% 1% 7% 6% 

Naiṣadhānanda 14% 27% 12% 3% 7% 5% 3% 11% 4% 

Dāmodara Hanumannāṭaka 35% 15% 11% 11% 0% 3% 8% 8% 3% 

 

In other words, it is possible to determine a “metrical profile” for dramas, authors 

and even periods. For the visual presentation of these profiles I have constructed cobweb 

diagrams in which the spokes represent metres,182 and the distance of a point along a spoke 

from the centre of the cobweb represents the relative preponderance of each metre. Since 

percentage proportions represented in this way produced hard-to-read charts which 

spiked out on one or two metres and clustered near the centre for the others, I have re-

placed the percentages shown in Table 11 with inverted ranks. That is to say, the metre 

most numerous in a play (or in a set of plays) received a rank of 10, the second most nu-

merous a rank of 9 and so on. The aggregate of “other” metres was included in this ranking, 

but is not shown on the cobweb charts on the following pages. 

                                                        
 182 The metres appeared in order of decreasing frequency in the tables above. For the cobweb charts I have 

changed this to an arbitrary order about which it is my impression (having experimented with several 
setups) that it makes the differences between authors and periods more conspicuous. 
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To illustrate the principle, Figure 2 shows in a single chart all twenty dramas that 

I examined, with the Mudrārākṣasa represented by a black line and the other eighteen plays 

by grey lines. While the exact profile of each drama cannot be assessed on the basis of such 

a diagram, some insights can be obtained even from this representation. For instance, 

there seems to be a definite “grand total” trend (areas where grey lines congregate) con-

cerning several metres, and Viśākhadatta follows some aspects of this trend (as in using 

many śārdūlavikrīḍita and āryā verses) but deviates from it in others (as in using many 

sragdharā verses but few vasantatilakas). Also, while the relative preponderance of most 

metres seems to be spread along a continuum, some metres have distinct peaks separated 

by a saddle region. Thus the sragdharā is represented by a small proportion of stanzas in 

most works, but by a rather high proportion in some others; contrarily, anuṣṭubh verses 

are among the commonest in most plays, but some have very few of them. 
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Figure 2. Metrical profile of all analysed dramas 
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Even the works of individual authors do show manifest scattering in the respec-

tive numbers of the metres they use. Nonetheless there do seem to be trends of preference 

for certain verse types, both in authors and to a lesser extent in periods of time. Therefore 

I felt emboldened to collapse the statistics for each author represented in my corpus with 

multiple plays into a single abstract opus, comparing the metre usage of the dramatists 

rather than that of the dramas. To illustrate that this merging does not falsify data even 

though it does distort them to some extent, I present only Figure 3, showing the separate 

profiles for the three dramas of Kālidāsa and the collapsed profile for Kālidāsa’s dramas as 

a whole with a thicker, grey line. It is clear from the chart that in spite of some variation 

of the exact rank of metres in the three plays, the distribution is not random at all. Each 

of the three plays appears as a very similar shape in the cobweb, and none of them differs 

greatly from the aggregated profile. The result is similar for all of the authors represented 

by more than one play in the corpus, though in some cases there are occasional deviations 

that exceed those visible in the chart for Kālidāsa. 

  

Figure 3. Kālidāsa’s dramas 
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Just as it is possible to aggregate multiple plays of a single author into a corpus, 

so it is also possible to merge the works of several authors of a period and yet retain a 

distinctive collective profile from which none of the individual authors deviate markedly. 

I have assigned the analysed plays to three rough periods: those of Bhāsa, Kālidāsa and 

Śūdraka comprise the “early” group (arguably no later than the early 5th century); Harṣa, 

Bhavabhūti and Bhaṭṭa Nārāyaṇa make up the “middle” group (7th to 8th century), while 

Rājaśekhara, Kṣemīśvara and Dāmodara are for the purposes of this analysis a “late” group 

(9th to 11th century). 

Figure 4 shows the profiles for the three early authors (Bhāsa and Kālidāsa repre-

sented by their aggregated plays, Śūdraka only by the Mṛcchakaṭika). All three authors are 

quite close to the aggregated profile for this period, which resembles a “tomahawk” in 

shape. The only notable deviation from the profile is the much smaller proportion of āryā 

verses in Bhāsa’s works, which may be connected to his earliness, to the south Indian 

transmission of these plays, or to individual preference. 
  

Figure 4. Profiles of early authors 
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Figure 5 similarly visualises the three authors of the middle period and the aggre-

gated profile of this period. Divergences are somewhat more noticeable here than in the 

early group, but all authors do come quite close to the generic “star” shape of the profile 

for this period. Notable differences include the low rank of the āryā metre in Bhaṭṭa 

Nārāyaṇa’s work and Harṣa’s preference of the sragdharā. The relative ranks of the śikhariṇī 

and the mālinī also vary slightly between the authors. 

  

Figure 5. Profiles of middle-period authors 
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The third of the series, Figure 6 shows the individual and aggregated profiles for 

the authors of the late period. Differences between the authors are perhaps even greater 

than in the middle group, but each dramatist still shares a basic resemblance to the 

“rocket” shape of the aggregated profile. Kṣemīśvara’s avoidance of the sragdharā and 

mālinī stands out, as does Rājaśekhara’s disinclination for the upajāti metre. 

  

Figure 6. Profiles of late authors 
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 Now to attempt to place Viśākhadatta in a metrical context, Figure 7 shows the 

aggregated profiles for the three periods discussed above, and displays Viśākhadatta’s own 

profile with a grey line. The “bunny rabbit” shape of this profile does not quite match any 

of the period profiles, but corresponds most closely to that of the middle group, from 

which it differs mainly in a greater preference for the sragdharā and a less marked pen-

chant for the anuṣṭubh. The shape of the profile also resembles that of the early authors, 

but in this latter the sragdharā ranks far lower than in Viśākhadatta’s, and the śārdūla-

vikrīḍita is also less prominent; these are balanced by a higher number of upajāti and 

anuṣṭubh stanzas in the early dramas. As for the late authors, the most striking difference 

between their profile and that of Viśākhadatta is the late dramatists’ avoidance of the āryā, 

which is one of the commonest metres in the other two groups and in Viśākhadatta’s 

drama.  

  

Figure 7. Viśākhadatta and period profiles 
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 Among the dramatists of the middle group, the resemblance of Viśākhadatta’s 

profile to that of Harṣa is particularly striking. Both of them use a higher proportion of 

sragdharā and āryā verses than the other two authors of the middle period, and the two are 

in fact so close that the Mudrārākṣasa differs no more in profile from Harṣa’s plays than 

one Harṣa play differs from another. This is illustrated in Figure 8, which shows Harṣa’s 

three dramas on the same graph as the Mudrārākṣasa. All of these profiles are closer to the 

“bunny rabbit” shape than to the “rocket” of the middle period, and while the bunny of 

the Priyadarśikā has a flat face and that of the Nāgānanda has a too prominent chin, the 

profile of the Ratnāvalī is practically identical to that of the Mudrārākṣasa. 

 

  

Figure 8. Harṣa’s plays and the Mudrārākṣasa 
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Assessing the Profiles 

Are these metrical profiles good for anything besides adding rockets and bunny 

rabbits to an otherwise dreary dissertation or lending a literary study a cloak of scienti-

ficity? The perceived resemblance of one chart to another clearly carries little weight as 

scientific evidence. It does, however, carry no less in my opinion than the perceived re-

semblance of one storyline to another or one poetic image to another. Therefore, even if 

the cobweb charts should fail to stand up to rigorous scientific criteria, they are certainly 

helpful in tracing the threads of another cobweb composed of texts. It appears from the 

analysis presented above that metrical profiles are genuine characteristics of the drama-

tists, and a related metrical profile represents an intertextual link in a hitherto unstudied 

dimension even if it is unsuitable as a tool for the precise determination of the age of an 

otherwise undateable author. 

Furthermore, it is at least possible that metrical profiles could, with further study, 

be developed into a more rigorous tool. Multivariate statistical methods may be employed 

to pinpoint the metres that are most helpful in distinguishing authors or periods from one 

another, and to assign calculable levels of significance to hypotheses such as “text X was 

composed by the same author as text Y” or “author X belongs to the same period as author 

Y.” In order to develop such tools, it would be advisable to build up a database of metres 

and their specimens in various literary works. While such databases have been compiled 

before,183 it would be salutary if pre-compiled data could be rechecked against more recent 

and reliable critical editions of the texts, and terminological discrepancies184 should also 

be sought out and eliminated. 

Even at the present stage, the resemblance of Viśākhadatta’s profile to that of 

other dramatists of the “middle” period is worth consideration,185 and in particular the 

match with Harṣa’s profile is too conspicuous to be ignored. The choice of metres for any 

drama must have been influenced, apart from each author’s personal and each period’s 

general inclinations, by the subject matter of the compositions and by miscellaneous ran-

dom factors. However, the concordance between the profiles of Harṣa and Viśākhadatta 

indicates that the relative preference for certain metres over another was by and large 

                                                        
 183 Beside the metrical tables appended to numerous editions of all manner of texts, there is Stenzler’s 

collection published by KÜHNAU 1890, and another large and eclectic collection by VELANKAR 1949. VELANKAR 
(ibid. p. 50) also wrote of his plans to publish a separate database about dramatists, but (as confirmed by 
GHOSH 1978:633n30) unfortunately he never found the time to compile this. 

 184 Such as the use of multiple names for a single metre, or the classification of certain metres in an 
incorporating or overlapping category (e.g. indravajrā and upendravajrā included in upajāti, or syllable-
based viyoginī and aparavaktra both classified as mora-based vaitālīya). 

 185 POLLOCK (1977:227–230) reports another investigation of the date of Sanskrit authors on metrical grounds, 
namely the correlation of caesurae in the śārdūlavikrīḍita metre with syntactical boundaries, which seems 
to decrease consistently with the passage of time. In his statistics (ibid. 230), Viśākhadatta nests neatly 
between Kālidāsa and Bhaṭṭa Nārāyaṇa; regrettably the corpus he studied does not include the Harṣa plays. 
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independent of subject, two of the three Harṣa dramas (including the Ratnāvalī which 

matches the Mudrārākṣasa’s profile most closely) being typical love stories. 

Viśākhadatta and Harṣa thus appear to have belonged to related schools of poetry 

and were quite probably not very far removed in time and space from one another. The 

findings of this analysis thus seem to corroborate the hypothesis that the Mudrārākṣasa 

was composed in the reign of Avantivarman Maukhari, whose son married Harṣa’s sister. 

However, some caution needs to be exercised in drawing this conclusion. Unfortunately 

we have no extant Sanskrit dramas dateable with any certainty to the period between 

Kālidāsa and Harṣa, so while the profiles indicate little chance of Viśākhadatta’s being a 

contemporary of Kālidāsa or his being much later than Harṣa,186 there is at present no way 

to exclude on the basis of metrical comparisons the possibility that Viśākhadatta was con-

siderably earlier. 

                                                        
 186 Even Bhavabhūti (early 8th century) more closely resembles the later authors in profile than he resembles 

Harṣa (early 7th century) and Bhaṭṭa Nārāyaṇa (7th century). 
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1. The Life of a Text 

An Organic Network 

Why does one Sanskrit play survive the ages when another does not? To be sure, 

a manuscript may be accidentally preserved in desert sands for a millennium or two while 

all other copies rot, but discounting such fortuitous events it is constant (or at least fre-

quently revived) audience appreciation that results in the production of copies at a rate 

quicker than the decay of old copies. What then are the features of the Mudrārākṣasa that 

have effected in pre-modern Indian audiences the sustained interest in this play which in 

turn led to its preservation? 

One such factor is of course sheer literary excellence—as perceived by the critics, 

which need not be equated with some sort of absolute and objective aesthetic merit. I have 

shown (page 189ff.) that at least certain select specimens of Viśākhadatta’s poetry were 

deeply appreciated as stand-alone quatrains, ending up collected in anthologies. Since 

these citations were frequently credited to their authors or to the works from which they 

had been culled, this process must also have exerted a sort of pull on the hypertext, the 

Mudrārākṣasa itself. I have not discussed in this dissertation the instances where poetical 

and dramaturgical texts refer to or cite excerpts from the Mudrārākṣasa to illustrate vari-

ous principles or poetic devices, but the abundance of such references1 also clearly shows 

posterity’s regard for the play. 

The intertextual “connectedness” of a text must surely also contribute to its sur-

vival. Texts—living, organically developing things better described as processes than as 

objects—thrive in interaction and wither in isolation, preserved at best as fossils. Of 

course, as a classical philologist I do cherish fossil texts, but the Mudrārākṣasa as a living 

text2 affords far wider scopes for study. Most of this dissertation has been about such in-

tertextual connections on various levels, and I believe I have succeeded in showing that 

the play is indeed enmeshed in the living tradition, with roots extending into texts of yore 

and adventitious shoots popping up time and again in literary history.3 

                                                        
 1 The earliest references to the Mudrārākṣasa can be found in the Daśarūpāvaloka of Dhanika and the 

Vakroktijīvita of Kuntaka, both probably written in the late 10th century. Other major works with actual 
quotations from (rather than just references to) our play include the Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa and the 
Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja, the Kāvyānuśāsana of Hemacandra, and the Nāṭyadarpaṇa of Rāmacandra and 
Guṇacandra. See also page 19 for a brief discussion of the treatment of the Devīcandragupta by 
theoreticians. 

 2 Or, to continue the paleontological metaphor, as a living fossil text – like the notorious coelacanth that 
swims the ocean depths almost unchanged in the last four hundred million years, keeping company with 
the descendants of its cousins evolved almost beyond recognition. 

 3 That the Mudrārākṣasa lives on is best illustrated (beside the collateral Pratijñākauṭilya, for which see page 
161 and note 335 there) by a recent (though possibly abandoned) project to make a Sanskrit film of the 
drama; see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dE_D31OZ6m4 for a promotional clip. The play was also 
staged in 1979 in the Nationaltheater of Weimar (East Germany) during the Fourth World Sanskrit 
Conference. 
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Readings of a Text 

The final principal factor that keeps interest in a work alive could be tagged sub-

textuality: the issue of messages that recipients perceive in the work beyond the face value 

of the story told in the words. Any number of subtexts may be perceived by disparate au-

diences in a single text, and the degree to which a text lends itself to such perceptions in 

general may be as central to the popularity (and thus the longevity) of the text as the 

power of any particular subtext perceived in it. 

Prominent subtexts in the Mudrārākṣasa include first of all a political relevance. 

Takeovers by pretenders with a shaky claim legitimised through the retention of the he-

reditary minister (kulāmātya) of the previous ruler4 must have been quite common in sub-

sequent history too—at least, they probably occurred more times than presently know of. 

Even if the exact scenario was different from time to time, vaguely similar situations would 

have been sufficient to maintain interest in an artistic representation of such an event. 

An associated type of subtext might be described as the conceptualisation of his-

tory. In addition to (probably) being based on the author’s political environment and (pre-

sumably) reminding many later audiences of their own, the Mudrārākṣasa presents a hu-

man interest narrative concerning one of the most remembered events of Indian ancient 

history. As an influential literary creation reaching a wide audience, this drama played a 

crucial role in shaping the way subsequent ages perceived the Maurya age.5 One particular 

aspect of this conceptualisation is the victory of a sort of sanātana dharma, the timeless 

orthodoxy. Dynasties come and go, but it is the Brāhmaṇical elite who de facto manage 

their affairs. Barbarians may clamour on the marches, but the power at the centre resists 

them. And if a member of that elite should misguidedly side with the mlecchas, he must be 

shown the error of his ways by gentle (or ungentle) coercion, and made to return to the 

fold rather than crushed by main force. Fate in the Mudrārākṣasa favours Cāṇakya at every 

turn and constantly hampers Rākṣasa—not because the latter is found wanting in merit or 

effort, but because (as Jīvasiddhi plainly announces at the end of the fourth act) he has 

deserted his own side and embraced the cause of strangers.6  

Indian history abounds in mlecchas, from the Yavanas of the Maurya age to the 

Śakas and Hūṇas to the conquering Islamic nations of later times and the colonising and 

Coca-Colanising Westerners of the latest period. The Mudrārākṣasa’s final message that the 

earth is safe “in the brawny arms” of the divinely endowed ruler who is in turn controlled 

by a wakeful preceptor alert to all his affairs7 must surely have resonated in the minds of 

literati. In particular, the apparently large number of Mudrārākṣasa manuscripts produced 

in Marāṭhā circles and the degree of attention dedicated to this play in the Marāṭhā court 

                                                        
 4 This is essentially the core of the Mudrārākṣasa, as also noted by THAPAR (2013:365). 
 5 THAPAR (2013:359–371) emphasises this point and discusses its implications. 
 6 MR after 4.21(107), Rākṣasaḥ: na khalu kupito bhadantaḥ? Kṣapaṇakaḥ: kuvide tumhāṇaṃ ṇa bhadante. Rā°: kas 

tarhi? Kṣa°: [svagatam] bhaavaṃ kadante, yeṇa attaṇo paẖkaṃ uyyhia palapaẖkaṃ pamāṇīkaleśi. 
 7 MR 7.12(165), yasya tantre guravo jāgrati kāryajāgarūkāḥ. 
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of Tañjāvūr (as witnessed by Ḍhuṇḍhirāja’s commentary) bespeaks of sentiments similar 

to those reflected in the play. 

Yet another way of reading between the lines of the Mudrārākṣasa is to see the 

play as the sugary coating on the bitter pill of political science. KONOW (1914:65) observed 

that “The conflict in the Mudrârâkshasa is therefore the same as in the tales of the 

Pañchatantra and similar collections which aim at teaching the advantages of shrewdness 

and versatility in all walks of life. … The Mudrârâkshasa is accordingly a nîti drama, evi-

dently intended to show the advantages of political training according to the Nîtiśâstra.” 

Several Sanskrit literary theorists recognise a category of works called kāvyaśāstra, “a ver-

itable textbook among literary works,”8 and the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja9 actually names 

the Mudrārākṣasa as one example of this subgenre. 

The classic example of a textbook on polity (nītiśāstra) disguised as literary enter-

tainment is the Pañcatantra, the framework story of which specifically relates how the tales 

were written for the purpose of teaching political wisdom to lazy princes.10  That the 

Mudrārākṣasa was similarly perceived as a covert nītiśāstra by others beyond Bhoja is best 

attested by Vaṭeśvara’s commentary, which starts out with a promise to break open the 

political knowledge sealed in “The Seal [and Rākṣasa].”11 His explanations of this pur-

ported nayapakṣa, “political aspect,” are sometimes only slightly tenuous,12 but he also 

                                                        
 8 Not to be confused with the traditional sense of kāvyaśāstra, “the doctrine of literature,” nor with the 

complementary category śāstrakāvya, “a veritable poem among textbooks” i.e. an out-and-out doctrinal 
work presented in poetic verse. The categories of kāvyaśāstra and śāstrakāvya are used in the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa 
of Bhoja (DEZSŐ 2007: 101) and the Suvṛttatilaka of Kṣemendra (3.4, śāstrakāvyaṃ caturvargaprāyaṃ 
sarvopadeśakṛt| bhaṭṭibhaumakakāvyādi kāvyaśāstraṃ pracakṣate|| see also HANNEDER 2006:69n6 for a 
correction); the idea that an author may “put doctrinal meaning into a literary work” (kāvye śāstrārthaṃ 
nidhatte) also appears a good century earlier than these two theorists, in the Kāvyamīmāṃsā of Rājaśekhara 
(DEZSŐ 2007:97–100).  

 9 yatrārthaṃ śāstrāṇāṃ kāvye nivedyate mahākavibhiḥ| tad bhaṭṭikāvyaMudrārākṣasavat kāvyaśāstraṃ syāt|| Cited 
by RAGHAVAN 1978:607, with a suggestion to emend nivedyate to niveśyate. 

 10 See TAYLOR 2007:31–32 for a discussion of the Pañcatantra as nītiśāstra. 
 11 Mudrāprakāśa v. 3, śrīmān adhītya naya-nāṭaka-koṣa-śabda-tantrāṇy upāsya ca guruṃ sphuṭam ātanoti| mudrāṃ 

vimudrita-nayāṃ guṇaratnasindhu-gaurīpati-prabhava-miśravaṭeśvarākhyaḥ|| The list of books (tantra) that he 
studied shows that Vaṭeśvara’s professed objective is to analyse the Mudrārākṣasa from the perspective of 
these four disciplines: polity, dramaturgy, lexicography and grammar. The discussion of politological 
implications predominates throughout his text. 

 12 E.g. Mudrāprakāśa ad. MR 1.1 (see page 176 for text and translation), concerning the word nihnotum, “to 
deny,” sarvatra mantrakaraṇe nihnavaḥ kartavyaḥ. ṣaṭkarṇo bhidyate mantra iti nayalocanam. nihnavaṃ kurute 
mantrī yas tu mantraprayogavit| sa sarvaṃ phalam āpnoti kṛtanītir iti dhruvam|| iti nayasāraḥ. tena nihnotum iti 
padenollekhaḥ kṛtaḥ|| “Concealment must practiced everywhere in strategic planning. ‘Counsel is shattered 
once it has reached six ears’—says the Nayalocana. ‘If a counsellor who understands the application of 
counsel practices concealment, he of successful policy will attain any end—this is certain’—says the 
Nayasāra. This is why the word ‘to conceal’ is employed [by Viśākhadatta].” 
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claims to see profound wisdom in many trivial and clearly apolitical words of the Mudrā-

rākṣasa.13 We do not know to what extent his readers took Vaṭeśvara seriously,14 but his 

commentary has been preserved and both his work and his way of looking at the text has 

surely contributed to the survival of Viśākhadatta’s opus as well. 

                                                        
 13 For example Mudrāprakāśa ad. MR 1.4 (see note 14 on page 168 for the text of this verse), concerning a maid 

pounding rice and humming softly as her pestle falls, remarks that a pestle (musala) is a stick (daṇḍa), and 
stick means punishment, so the meaning of Viśākhadatta’s line is that punishment (of a defeated enemy) 
should be administered with a soft voice (madhurayā vācā daṇḍanīyam ity arthaḥ). 

 14 He does anticipate ridicule and remarks in the concluding verse to his commentary (which I have selected 
as the motto of this dissertation) that hecklers are incorrigible anyway, but his veneration is reserved for 
those eager to learn the true meaning of the Mudrārākṣasa. 
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2. Revisiting the Date 

Evaluating the Candidates 

In Part II of this dissertation I have reviewed the evidence brought forward by 

various scholars to assign a date to Viśākhadatta. It is my impression on the basis of this 

review that the only certain conclusion that can be drawn regarding the date of our author 

is that the evidence is presently insufficient. This is probably not just because the Mudrā-

rākṣasa lacks sufficiently specific clues to the historical context of its creator, but also be-

cause it lacks sufficiently recognisable clues. The quandary is reminiscent of that of the 

drunk man in the old joke, who looks for his lost keys under the street lamp because that 

is where the light is.15 Since much of Indian history in the first millennium CE is still a dark 

region, we can only look for the author in the sporadic better-illuminated spots. 

Three such spots have been prominent in the search for the key to Viśākhadatta’s 

date: the reigns of Candragupta II Vikramāditya (ca. 376–415), Avantivarman Maukhari 

(late 6th century) and Avantivarman of Utpala’s dynasty (855/6–883). Evidential support 

for two putative Avantivarmans16 in darker regions of history is negligible, and a fourth 

brighter area, the reign of Candragupta I of the Gupta dynasty—as well as any further po-

tential candidates before 400 CE or so—can also be eliminated for certain on the provision 

that the Devīcandragupta was composed by Viśākhadatta. Other evidence pointing towards 

a date later than the turn of the 5th century is the author’s apparent familiarity with the 

works of Kālidāsa (page 170) and Kāmandaka (page 187), his metrical profile (page 208ff.), 

and—more equivocally—the play’s reference to Hūṇas (page 54) and the prominence of 

Śaiva imagery (page 46ff.). 

Of the three likely candidates, the Kashmiri Avantivarman can also be discarded 

with fair certainty. In addition to the old arguments against this ruler,17 evidence in favour 

of assigning Viśākhadatta to a considerably earlier time includes the metrical profile of 

the Mudrārākṣasa (page 208ff.), the author’s unfamiliarity with Varāhamihira (page 78) and 

his familiarity the Kauṭilīya Arthaśāstra (page 188). A date as late as the 9th century can be 

ruled out altogether upon acceptance of my theory that the Mālavas were a semi-inde-

pendent oligarchical nation in the author’s days (page 62ff.), as well as upon acceptance of 

the combined premises that the reference in the Harṣacarita to Candragupta’s cross-dress-

ing is based on the Devīcandragupta (page 81), which in turn was written by Viśākhadatta. 

While none of these arguments is decisive on its own, together they represent sufficient 

                                                        
 15 It turns out that this is technically called “the streetlight effect,” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Streetlight_effect. 
 16 A hypothetical later member of the Maukhari dynasty and another who supposedly reigned in the far 

north-east; see page 35 and note 55 there. 
 17 See page 53 and notes 119 and 120 there about the treatment of Kashmirians in the Mudrārākṣasa and page 

65ff. about Viśākhadatta’s possible first-hand knowledge of Pāṭaliputra. 
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weight to disqualify Avantivarman of Utpala’s dynasty, and also to conclude that Viśākha-

datta in all likelihood lived no later than the late 7th century at most. 

As for the remaining two candidates, neither can be ruled out for certain, nor is 

either of them decisively more likely. The questionable portrayal of Candragupta in the 

Devīcandragupta may lessen the likelihood of this king as Viśākhadatta’s patron. But then 

on the one hand the attribution of this play to Viśākhadatta is not altogether certain, and 

on the other, although we do not know how (if at all) it justified Candragupta’s murder of 

his brother Rāmagupta, the hero of the play could hardly have been thoroughly reprehen-

sible. The comparison of the Mudrārākṣasa’s metrical profile with other plays (though ad-

mittedly a flimsy bit of evidence) shows that our author is probably quite a bit later than 

Kālidāsa, but it fits perfectly in the age of Avantivarman Maukhari. However, the only rea-

son why Avantivarman is a candidate at all is the mention of his name in the bharatavākya 

(page 40), which in fact occurs correctly in but one reported manuscript, and in a variant 

form in a few others, while the majority of the manuscripts along with all known commen-

tators support the name Candragupta. 

More Light? 

Can it be that the reason why neither candidate is entirely satisfactory is that we 

are looking for the key under the wrong streetlight? I believe this is at least possible, and 

also feel that the murky byroads of Indian history are a tad better lit now than they were 

about eighty years ago when serious new arguments concerning Viśākhadatta’s date 

ceased to appear. I now cast a pebble into the largely stagnant pond of the date debate in 

hopes to raise a few ripples, and present not one but two rudimentary new theories. Both 

of these are mere suggestions at present and either or both might be eliminated with fur-

ther study, yet I am confident that both do deserve further study and ought not to be dis-

carded out of hand. 

I am convinced that the heavily political theme of the Mudrārākṣasa has reverber-

ations to the current situation of whatever court it was first presented in, just as Kālidāsa’s 

Mālavikāgnimitra apparently reflects Gupta imperial politics.18 If the Mojmal al-tawāriḵ can 

be relied on (see page 85), then the motif of the legitimation of a monarch who seized the 

crown by violent methods was also present in the Devīcandragupta. Yet there are no indi-

cations that Avantivarman Maukhari came to the throne this way. There is, however, a 

very prominent earlier ruler (beside Candragupta II and Candragupta Maurya) who did. 

When Kumāragupta (Candragupta II’s son) died in 447 CE, there ensued a power struggle 

in which the main contenders were Ghaṭotkacagupta (Kumāragupta’s half-brother by 

Candragupta’s junior queen) and Skandagupta who eventually ascended the throne 

                                                        
 18 See BAKKER 2006:174–179 for a detailed argument. 
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around 455 CE.19 Skandagupta was Kumāragupta’s bastard son, “a boy from the harem” 

(BAKKER 2006:178), who conducted a highly successful war against the Hūṇa mlecchas, be-

coming “in a real sense, a national hero, a great warrior, the liberator of the nation” (GUPTA 

1974:333). 20  The defeated Ghaṭotkacagupta had probably made an alliance with the 

Vākāṭaka ruler Pravarasena II, who is known to have made an incursion into Gupta terri-

tory at this time (BAKKER 2006:178). 

The scenario is very close to that of Candragupta Maurya—a bastard of Nanda in 

most legends including the Mudrārākṣasa—coming to the throne and defeating a repre-

sentative of the old regime even though the latter is aided by a powerful foreign ally. Note 

also that the baffling south Indian allusion in the name of Malayakatu may be a hint to the 

southern dominion of the Vākāṭakas, and note in particular that the even more bewilder-

ing name of Minister Rākṣasa may be explained as a reference to Ghaṭotkacagupta, one of 

the very few great figures of Indian history named after a rākṣasa demon. 21  Albeit 

Ghaṭotkacagupta was never a minister as far as we know, yet it is not altogether impossible 

that Skandagu pta eventually coerced Ghaṭotkaca into endorsing his ascendance to the 

throne and that the uncle lived on as an advisor to Skandagupta.22 

There is one more alternative dating that I consider possible. In the early days of 

the debate about Viśākhadatta’s date, ANTANI (1922) pointed out a very remarkable epi-

graphical parallel to a verse of the Mudrārākṣasa. His paper seems to have been largely 

ignored, yet the resemblance is striking indeed. In Act 3 of the Mudrārākṣasa Cāṇakya gives 

Candragupta a blessing in a sragdharā stanza to the effect that the young emperor’s toes 

shall be forever illuminated by the light emanating from the jewels in the crowns of kings 

who come in fear to pay him homage from the Himalayas cooled by the spray of the Ganges 

to the southern ocean.23 The Mandasor pillar inscription of Yaśodharman contains a verse 

in the same metre,24 which—in very similar phrases and some eye-catchingly identical 

words—claims that this king’s lands are dappled by the light of the jewels in the crowns of 

vassals who come to pay him homage from four regions of the world, including the Hima-

layas where the Ganges flows.25 

                                                        
 19 See GUPTA 1974:329–331 for the background and WILLIS 2005:135–136 and BAKKER 2006:179 for current 

discussions. The third claimant was Purugupta, the trueborn son and appointed heir of Kumāragupta, but 
he does not seem to have been a serious contender. He did, however, survive the struggle and sire the later 
Gupta rulers. See GUPTA 1974:345–350 for details. 

 20 See also page 44 for Charpentier’s proposition of Skandagupta as Viśākhadatta’s ruler. 
 21 Ghaṭotkaca in the Mahābhārata was the son of the Pāṇḍava Bhīma by a female rākṣasa. 
 22 We do after all know that Purugupta survived (see note 19 above); however, contrary to this hypothesis, 

the Bhitarī stone pillar inscription of Skandagupta (lines 12–14, discussed and cited in BAKKER 2006:179 and 
185n34) implies very strongly that Skandagupta did kill Ghaṭotkaca. 

 23 ā śailendrāc chilāntaḥskhalitasuradhunīśīkarāsāraśītād ā tīrān naikarāgasphuritamaṇiruco dakṣiṇasyārṇavasya| 
āgatyāgatya bhītipraṇatanṛpaśataiḥ śaśvad eva kriyantāṃ cūḍāratnāṃśugarbhās tava caraṇayugasyāṅgulī-
randhrabhāgāḥ|| 

 24 As a matter of fact, the inscription consists almost entirely of sragdharā verses. 
 25 Mandasor stone pillar inscription of Yaśodharman (FLEET 1888:142–148), line 5, ā lauhityopakaṇṭhāt 

talavanagahanopatyakād ā mahendrād ā gaṅgāśliṣṭasānos tuhinaśikhariṇaḥ paścimād ā payodheḥ| sāmantair yasya 
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We do not know how Yaśodharman Viṣṇuvardhana of the Aulikara dynasty of 

Daśapura (modern Mandasor) came to the throne, but the time between the single known 

date of his predecessor Prakāśadharman (515 CE) and Yaśodharman’s single known date 

(532 CE) is long enough that there may have been another reign between the two (SALOMON 

1989:12). A struggle between Yaśodharman and a hypothetical elder relative with a more 

solid claim to the throne is also not out of the question, although it is not positively indi-

cated. What is certain about Yaśodharman is that he was (portrayed in his inscription as) 

the author of the final victory over the Hūṇas, so the bharatavākya of the Mudrārākṣasa 

might well be his description.26 One more thing that inscriptions clearly tell us about the 

Aulikara dynasty is that they were associated with a hereditary ministerial family, several 

(but far from all) members of which had names ending in datta.27 Bhagavaddoṣa of this 

Naigama family28 served as viceroy (rājasthānīya) under Prakāśadharman, and his younger 

brother’s son Dharmadoṣa served Yaśodharman in this function. The younger brother, 

Abhayadatta,29 is also known to have held the office of rājasthānīya, but there is no record 

of who his king was; a third brother called Doṣakumbha apparently never became 

rājasthānīya.30 The facts seems to permit (though again, not explicitly to call for) a scenario 

in which two claimants to the throne were backed by two different members of the min-

isterial dynasty.31 

For some reason ANTANI (1922:51) was “compelled to think that the play must have 

been written, at the earliest, after the time of Yaśodharman,” but PIRES (1934:106) correctly 

pointed out that “For all we know it was the composer of the praśasti of the inscription 

                                                        
bāhudraviṇahṛtamadaiḥ pādayor ānamadbhiś cūḍāratnāṅśurājivyatikaraśabalā bhūmibhāgāḥ kriyante|| 

 26 In fact, verse 2 (in line 2) of the Mandasor inscription describes, in a way reminiscent of the closing stanza 
of the Mudrārākṣasa, how the earth has taken refuge from the harassment of arrogant chieftains in the 
rough arms of Yaśodharman: āvirbhūtāvalepair avinayapaṭubhir llaṅghitācāramārggair mmohād aidaṃyugīnair 
apaśubharatibhiḥ pīḍyamānā narendraiḥ| yasya kṣmā śārṅgapāṇer iva kaṭhinadhanurjyākiṇāṅkaprakoṣṭhaṃ bāhuṃ 
lokopakāravratasaphalaparispandadhīraṃ prapannā|| 

 27 Unfortunately, none of the known names are anything close to the genealogy of Viśākhadatta, but there 
remains a possibility that our author belonged to a collateral line of this ministerial dynasty. 

 28 See SALOMON 1989:33n11 for a brief discussion of whether this was indeed a family name. 
 29 Incidentally, in the Mudrārākṣasa this is the name of a court physician who tries to poison Candragupta on 

orders from Rākṣasa. 
 30 See SALOMON 1989:16–18 and 33n7 for details and sources. 
 31 I believe there is another reference to Bhagavaddoṣa and Abhayadatta in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa (for which 

see page 103), where verses 614–616 talk about two powerful ministers of Viṣṇu, who must be 
Yaśodharman Viṣṇuvardhana on the basis of the context: viṣṇupraṃbhavau tatra mahābhogo dhanino tadā|| 
madhyamāt tau bhakārādyau mantrimukhyau ubhau tadā| dhaninau śrīmatau khyātau śāsane ’smiṃ hite ratau|| … 
tataḥ pareṇa bhūpālo jātānā manujeśvarau|| JAYASWAL (1934:28) interprets the text to mean that these 
ministers were the sons of Yaśodharman who in turn became the ancestors of the Vardhana dynasty of 
Thānesar. The latter may well be correct (as an interpretation of this particular text), but I would rather 
understand viṣṇupraṃbhavau (em. °prabhavau) as “originating under Viṣṇu[vardhana],” and I believe that 
madhyamāt tau bhakārādyau should be emended to madhyamādau bhakārādyau, which would give us two 
ministers, the name of one of whom has a word starting with “bha” (bhakārādya) at the beginning, while 
the other’s name has such a word in the middle—i.e. Bhagavaddoṣa and Abhayadatta. Whether or not they 
eventually sired the Puṣyabhūti dynasty, the dynastic list of the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa certainly describes them 
as political heavyweights of their age. 
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who borrowed his ideas from the Mudrārākshasa.” The composer of the Mandasor pillar 

inscription (as well as of the Rīsthal inscription of Prakāśadharman) was called Vāsula son 

of Kakka. He was in all likelihood a lesser poet than Viśākhadatta,32 and in addition, my 

examination of the recycling of verses (page 202ff.) shows that stanzas by another poet are 

only likely to be utilised in a drama if they are proverbial. The composer of a praśasti may 

have felt free to borrow heavily from a drama, but the reverse is improbable. I am there-

fore almost certain that Viśākhadatta lived no later than Vāsula son of Kakka (who was 

already a court rhymester in 515 CE, the date of Prakāśadharman’s Rīsthal inscription). In 

532 CE at the time of the composition of the Mandasor pillar inscription of Yaśodharman, 

Vāsula may have been a tired old poet and Viśākhadatta (perhaps Vāsula’s talented pupil?) 

a bright young star of the court.33 

Alternatively, the political struggle commemorated in the Mudrārākṣasa may have 

taken place earlier, around the accession of Prakāśadharman (who is also known to have 

scored a significant victory over the Hūṇas, see SALOMON 1989:27) or that of a hypothetical 

king intermediate between Prakāśadharman and Yaśodharman, who may even have been 

called Rantidharman 34  and mentioned by name in the bharatavākya of our play. The 

Aulikara theory remains plausible even if the name of Candragupta is accepted as authen-

tic in the bharatavākya. On the one hand, Candragupta would in this case naturally be the 

intradiegetic Candragupta Maurya. On the other hand, the Aulikaras apparently looked 

back on the imperial Guptas as role models,35 so the inevitable allusion of the bharatavākya 

to Candragupta II (as well as this king’s star role in the Devīcandragupta) would not have 

been out of place in that court.36 Further —weak and circumstantial—evidence for locating 

Viśākhadatta at the Aulikara court include the Mudrārākṣasa’s reference to “Cedi Hūṇas” 

(page 56) and the theriomorphic image of Varāha presented in the bharatavākya (page 48). 

                                                        
 32 This is partly based on my subjective impression of the quality of the verses in these inscriptions, and 

partly on a hasty check of the indices of some subhāṣita anthologies (namely, the Saduktikarṇāmṛta, the 
Subhāṣitaratnakośa, the Subhāṣitāvali, the Sūktimuktāvalī and the Sūktiratnahāra; see page 189ff. for 
information on these), none of which ascribe any verses to Vāsula. 

 33 Another bright literary star at the court of Yaśodharman may have been Bhāravi, the author of the 
Kirātārjunīya. See BAKKER 2014:36–37, and page 181 above for a textual parallelism with the Mudrārākṣasa. 

 34 This is of course pure conjecture. Recall, however, that almost all readings of the ×ant(i)varm(ā) type (see 
page 40ff.) begin with r, while dha and va are extremely easily confused in many Indic scripts. Recall also 
the variant dharmavartī in the bharatavākya (page 41). The name Rantidharman does sound unusual, but 
there were several kings called Rantideva, see e.g. MANI 1975:642–643; Harṣacarita p. 51 (end of ucchvāsa 6) 
also has a Rantideva in the list of kings killed in unlikely circumstances. 

 35 WILLIAMS (1973:40) says, “Two [Mandasor] inscriptions of the late fifth century describe the earlier Gupta 
period with a fin de siècle nostalgia.” Thus line 4 of Yaśodharman’s pillar inscription proudly says that this 
king rules over lands that not even the Gupta lords had conquered, though they had shown their valour by 
attacking the entire Earth, ye bhuktā guptanāthair nna sakalavasudhākkrāntidṛṣṭapratāpair … deśāṃs tān … yo 
bhunakti. See also POLLOCK 2006:243 for a discussion of how this inscription echoes the Allahabad pillar 
inscription of Samudragupta. 

 36 The same of course applies to the theory centred on Skandagupta, who would certainly have enjoyed being 
likened to his glorious grandfather. 



 Chapter 2. Revisiting the Date 231 

Finally, if I may be permitted to go even further out on a limb at the end of this 

dissertation, both of the above scenarios might be combined with the conclusion of my 

investigation of the stories about Candragupta Maurya’s coup (page 159ff.) to cobble a 

“grand unified theory of everything.” Let us assume that the Pratijñācāṇakya was indeed 

an early dramatisation of Candragupta’s accession, portraying the Nandas as thoroughly 

wicked and introducing the figure of Minister Rākṣasa as fiendish man who was defeated 

at the end. Such a play could very well have been written in the reign of Skandagupta, with 

an unveiled allusion to Ghaṭotkacagupta in Rākṣasa’s name. Recall (from page 160) that the 

Pratijñācāṇakya featured a villain named Vindhyaketu, whom I identified as Parvataka of 

the Mudrārākṣasa. The Vākāṭakas—the probable allies of Ghaṭotkacagupta against Skanda-

gupta—called themselves descendants of a ruler named Vindhyaśakti, whom they referred 

to as the banner (ketu) of their dynasty.37 The name Vindhyaketu would thus have been 

another unveiled hint. 

Viśākhadatta, in turn, may have lived at the Aulikara court in the early 6th cen-

tury. Here a succession war may have taken place, in which the brothers Bhagavaddoṣa 

and Abhayadatta had taken opposing sides, but were eventually reconciled after the suc-

cessful contender was firmly established on the throne. Viśākhadatta, a close relative of 

the two ministers, had presumably thrown in his lot with the losing side but was granted 

amnesty at the close of the struggle. He (as well as his fellow courtiers) would have been 

familiar with the Pratijñācāṇakya, and he would have written the Mudrārākṣasa as a contin-

uation of the story of that play with a twist, in which the evil Rākṣasa turns out to be an 

ideal minister. Thus at one stroke he would have cast a favourable light on his disgraced 

relative and earned the favour of the triumphant new king for himself. 

                                                        
 37 Inscription in Ajaṇṭā, Cave XVI (MIRASHI 1941) lines 2–3, vindhyaśa[kti]ḥ … babhūva vākāṭakavaṅśaketuḥ. The 

epigraph is undated, but doubtless belongs to the last quarter of the 5th century (MIRASHI 1941:2). 
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A. Storyline 

Overview by Act 

Act Details 

I 

Setting: Pāṭaliputra 

• CĀṆAKYA plans to consolidate Candragupta’s rule and win over Rākṣasa. 

• He learns that Candanadāsa is hiding Rākṣasa’s family and comes in 

possession of Rākṣasa’s signet ring. 

• He forges a letter to blacken Rākṣasa in the eyes of Malayaketu. 

• He questions, then imprisons Candanadāsa. 

II 

Setting: Malayaketu’s capital; probably at the same time as Act I 

• RĀKṢASA learns that all his attempts to assassinate Candragupta have failed. 

• SIDDHĀRTHAKA brings Śakaṭadāsa to Rākṣasa and becomes the minister’s 

trusted servant. 

III 

Setting: Pāṭaliputra; early autumn, several weeks or months after Act I 

• CANDRAGUPTA enjoys the season and resents that Cāṇakya has banned a 

festival. 

• He has an argument with Cāṇakya on the latter’s explicit instructions. 

• The argument ends with Candragupta dismissing his councillor. 

IV 

Setting: Malayaketu’s capital, several weeks after Act III 

• RĀKṢASA learns of the quarrel between Candragupta and Cāṇakya and decides 

the time is ripe to besiege the capital. 

• MALAYAKETU begins to doubt Rākṣasa’s loyalty. 

V 

Setting: Malayaketu’s army camp, several weeks after Act IV 

• SIDDHĀRTHAKA carries out Cāṇakya’s stratagem to discredit Rākṣasa as well as 

Malayaketu’s principal allies using the letter forged in Rākṣasa’s name. 

• MALAYAKETU confronts Rākṣasa and dismisses him from service. 

VI 

Setting: Pāṭaliputra, a few days after Act V 

• RĀKṢASA returns to Pāṭaliputra and learns from one of Cāṇakya’s agents that 

Candanadāsa is about to be executed. 

• He decides to offer up his own life in exchange for that of his friend. 

VII 

Setting: Pāṭaliputra, immediately after Act VI 

• RĀKṢASA stops Candanadāsa’s execution and is carried in front of Cāṇakya 

and Candragupta. 

• He is told that to save his friend, he must become Candragupta’s sworn 

minister, and acquiesces with some reluctance. 

• CĀṆAKYA hands him the sword of office and blesses the king. 
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Story Synopsis 

The drama begins with two invocatory verses hinting at the tone of the play: the 

first foreshadows the motif of chicanery (śāṭhya) by describing the god Śiva’s guile in evad-

ing his jealous wife’s questions, the second hinting at the constraints voluntarily accepted 

by Cāṇakya, who must not only win a political game but do so without destroying his ad-

versary and the board the game is played on—the kingdom—through a description of 

Śiva’s onerous dance (duḥkhanṛtta) in which he must restrain himself so as not to annihi-

late its substrate, the universe. 

In the prologue, the sūtradhāra (stage manager) arrives home to find his house a-

bustle with festive preparations. Asking his wife about the reason, he learns that she has 

invited brāhmaṇ guests on the occasion of a supposed eclipse of the Moon. He high-hand-

edly tells her that an eclipse is out of the question, for though a vicious planet1 is indeed 

spoiling to assault the Moon, association with Mercury “the Wise One” protects the latter. 

Before he can come to the latter part of his sentence, a voice from offstage interrupts him, 

demanding to know what mortal man presumes to assault the Moon-protected prince.2 

The sūtradhāra realises this must be the irascible Cāṇakya, and he and his wife flee in ter-

ror, handing over the stage to the de facto play. 

The first act starts with a lengthy and, to be honest, rather tedious monologue in 

which Cāṇakya alludes to his fulfilled vow to exterminate the Nanda dynasty and remarks 

that he remains politically active only out of regard for the newly enthroned Candragupta. 

He also reveals that minister Rākṣasa, whom he admires for his abilities, has joined the 

barbarian prince Malayaketu. The prince is introduced as the son of Parvataka, the former 

ally of Candragupta and Cāṇakya. After successfully capturing Pāṭaliputra, Cāṇakya had 

engineered Parvataka’s demise by gifting to him a poison girl who had originally been em-

ployed by Rākṣasa to slay Candragupta, whereupon Malayaketu fled the city in rage and 

terror. Cāṇakya also gives a brief description of the measures he has initiated to protect 

Candragupta from assassins and to begin the weaving of the web that is to capture Rākṣasa, 

to whom he wants to hand over his ministerial post. 

At this point a spy (disguised as a wandering preacher of the death-god) arrives 

and reports that he has found three people in the city who remain loyal to Rākṣasa and are 

plotting against Candragupta. One of these turn out to be Cāṇakya’s sleeper agent (the 

Jaina monk Jīvasiddhi, who is in fact a brāhmaṇ called Viṣṇuśarman), another is the scribe 

Śakaṭadāsa, whom another of Cāṇakya’s agents (Siddhārthaka) has already befriended, but 

the third turns out to be a real treasure trove. The master jeweller Candanadāsa is hiding 

Rākṣasa’s wife and son, and the spy has brought not just this information, but also a signet 

ring that had slipped (being sized for a man) from the wife’s hand when he entered the 

jeweller’s house on the pretext of his disguise. Immediately afterward a message arrives 

                                                        
 1 I.e. Rāhu, see page 75ff. 
 2 The name of Candragupta means “sheltered by the Moon.” 
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that Candragupta wishes to donate the deceased Parvataka’s jewels to some worthy 

brāhmaṇs, and Cāṇakya nominates three of his trusted men. He then composes a letter 

“from someone addressed to someone” and orders Siddhārthaka to have it copied out by 

Rākṣasa’s friend the scribe Śakaṭadāsa, then sealed with Rākṣasa’s signet. 

Next, he instructs Siddhārthaka to go to the execution ground and rescue 

Śakaṭadāsa, then accompany him to Rākṣasa and enter the latter’s service (having gained 

his confidence by rescuing the scribe), and eventually to undertake a crucial mission 

(whispered in Siddhārthaka’s ear) when the enemy has approached the city. He then or-

ders Jīvasiddhi exiled from Pāṭaliputra (to give him a plausible excuse to return to 

Rākṣasa), arranges for Śakaṭadāsa to be arrested and taken to the execution ground on 

charges of high treason (so Siddhārthaka can rescue him), and finally asks for Candanadāsa 

to be brought to him for questioning. The jeweller stoutly denies all charges of treason, 

though he does at length admit that Rākṣasa’s family had been in his house, but are not 

there any longer (as he has sent them off somewhere safe as soon as he was summoned 

before Cāṇakya). He refuses to reveal their location so steadfastly that even the minister 

congratulates him under his breath before sending him off to prison until Candragupta 

sentences him to death. 

The second act is a counterpoint to the first. A snake-charmer opens the scene, 

set in the unnamed city where Malayaketu rules. The man is in fact one of Rākṣasa’s spies, 

arriving with a report from Pāṭaliputra. Before he is admitted to the minister’s presence, 

there is a monologue by Rākṣasa, much shorter than Cāṇakya’s in the first act and suffused 

with sadness over losses ascribed to an averse fate, but ending with the resolution to top-

ple Candragupta. Malayaketu’s seneschal arrives bringing jewels the prince has removed 

from his own body to give to Rākṣasa as a mark of favour. Rākṣasa at first refuses these 

saying he is still in mourning for his deceased lords, but finally acquiesces and puts on the 

jewellery. 

When the spy is at last admitted, he begins to recount what happened in the cap-

ital, starting from the time before Rākṣasa left and thus giving the audience some infor-

mation on the events immediately preceding the action of the play. Rākṣasa learns that 

the poison damsel he had sent to Candragupta has been diverted to Parvataka, and 

Cāṇakya has detected and foiled all the other assassins he had left in place to kill the 

usurper: a carpenter who built an arch of triumph meant to collapse on Candragupta, a 

physician who tried to poison him, and a hit squad hidden in the secret cellar of the royal 

bedchamber. 

The snake-charmer, admitted at last, tells about Jīvasiddhi’s exile, Śakaṭadāsa’s 

death sentence (but not his rescue) and Candanadāsa’s questioning and imprisonment. At 

this point Rākṣasa hears from his servant that Śakaṭadāsa is at the door and receives him 

delightedly along with Siddhārthaka. The minister is so overwhelmed to see Śakaṭadāsa 

alive that he immediately takes off his jewels (just received from Malayaketu) to reward 

the “brave rescuer.” Siddhārthaka begs to be accepted into Rākṣasa’s service and to be 
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allowed to deposit in Rākṣasa’s strongroom the jewels he has been given, as he has no 

friends in this city. On receiving permission, he uses a signet ring to put a seal on the jew-

els. Śakaṭadāsa notices that the ring bears Rākṣasa’s name and points it out to the minister, 

who recognises it as his own. On questioning, Siddhārthaka tells him that he had found 

the ring in the street in front of the house of the jeweller Candanadāsa, then asks Rākṣasa 

to accept it as a gift from him. 

After this interlude, the spy continues his report saying that Rākṣasa’s rumour-

mongering against Candragupta seems to be effective and that the new king is irked by 

Cāṇakya’s repeated defiance of his orders. Rākṣasa orders that his agent Karabhaka should 

carry a message to his inside man at the palace, a minstrel called Stanakalaśa, to further 

agitate Candragupta against Cāṇakya with his poetry whenever he sees an opportunity. At 

the close of the act Śakaṭadāsa, who seems to have begun working as Rākṣasa’s secretary 

right away, informs the minister that there is someone at the door offering some jewels 

for sale, and Rākṣasa—unaware that these are Parvataka’s ornaments brought to him by 

Cāṇakya’s agents—buys them, presumably because he realises that he has just given away 

the jewellery received from Malayaketu and will need some sort of decoration to wear to 

court. 

Back in Pāṭaliputra, the third act opens with Candragupta’s seneschal ordering 

people to hurry up with the preparations for the autumn Moonlight Festival, and learns 

that Cāṇakya has cancelled the celebrations. Candragupta appears on stage for the first 

time, soliloquising about the difficulty of governing, particularly when one has a strong-

willed preceptor meddling in his affairs. He also reveals that Cāṇakya has told him to feign 

an argument with him and then rule for a while on his own. He enjoys the beautiful vistas 

of autumn (when the monsoon has ended and the weather is warm and clear), then realises 

that the festival preparations are not being made and finds out that this is Cāṇakya’s will. 

He immediately sends for his tutor and minister, whom the seneschal finds living 

in a hut of austere simplicity. At first, the king and the brāhmaṇ exchange exceedingly 

(and probably ironically) civil words, then Cāṇakya gives the first serious insult, saying 

Candragupta should leave the business of ruling to him. At this point they are interrupted 

by two minstrels, one of whom recites innocuous poetry about the autumn, while the 

other sings about true kings whose word is never questioned. Cāṇakya quickly realises that 

the latter is Rākṣasa’s undercover agent, and continues his quarrel with the king. 

Candragupta questions his preceptor’s actions, such as letting some of their cour-

tiers desert rather than winning them back or executing them. (These courtiers had in fact 

deserted on Cāṇakya’s orders and only pretended to join Malayaketu, but so far this has 

been merely hinted at in the drama and will be confirmed only in the sixth act.) As the 

argument escalates, Candragupta remarks that Rākṣasa seems to be more successful than 

Cāṇakya. The minister in turn feigns an attack of rage, saying he could crush Candragupta 

as easily as he had crushed the Nandas, then, telling him to employ Rākṣasa if he prefers, 

turns his back on the king. Candragupta declares that from now on he shall govern without 
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Cāṇakya’s counsel, and closes the act with a description of his shame upon having insulted 

his guru, no matter that this had been the master’s explicit instruction. 

With the fourth act the scene switches back to Malayaketu’s city. The agent 

Karabhaka arrives back to Rākṣasa, who receives him with a troubled mind and an aching 

head. Simultaneously, Malayaketu (whom we now see for the first time) arrives to pay him 

a surprise visit and wish him a speedy recovery from his headache. A whole host of bar-

barian chieftains follow him, but he commands them to return to the palace and keeps at 

his side only Bhāgurāyaṇa, one of Cāṇakya’s principal agents who had, before the begin-

ning of the action, told the young prince that Parvataka had been killed by Cāṇakya and 

helped him flee from Pāṭaliputra. In their conversation on the way to Rākṣasa’s house, 

Bhāgurāyaṇa subtly insinuates that the ex-Nanda minister may be untrustworthy. 

Malayaketu and Bhāgurāyaṇa enter the house unnoticed and begin to listen to 

Rākṣasa’s conversation with his spy, with the prince repeatedly asking his companion to 

explain what they hear, and the latter offering explanations that eschew finding any fault 

with Rākṣasa so markedly as to actually imply he is ready to betray Malayaketu and take 

Candragupta’s side. Rākṣasa is gladdened by the news of Candragupta’s falling-out with 

Cāṇakya, but he finds some of the details (such as the fact that Cāṇakya has neither under-

taken a new vow against Candragupta, nor retired to the forest) suspicious and only ac-

cepts the schism as genuine after the scribe Śakaṭadāsa convinces him that it is plausible. 

He decides to inform Malayaketu of the news straightaway, whereupon the prince 

shows himself. He does not quite share Rākṣasa’s enthusiasm over Candragupta’s estrange-

ment from his minister, but at last accepts that the enemy is now weakened enough to be 

attacked openly, and announces that he is ready to march on Pāṭaliputra. At the end of the 

act Rākṣasa sends his man for an astrologer to set an auspicious time for launching the 

campaign, and the servant returns with Jīvasiddhi, the agent who has been masquerading 

as a Jaina monk and Rākṣasa’s friend since before the Nandas were overthrown. He gives 

the minister a controversial prognosis and a warning that Fate is inimical to him. 

The fifth act takes place in Malayaketu’s army camp, now at a mere five-day 

march from Pāṭaliputra. In the prelude Siddhārthaka is about to depart, carrying a casket 

and the forged letter that Cāṇakya had sealed with Rākṣasa’s signet. He meets Jīvasiddhi 

and learns from him that no-one is allowed to leave the camp without a passport issued 

by Bhāgurāyaṇa. At the start of the main act we learn that Bhāgurāyaṇa has qualms about 

betraying Malayaketu, but is ready to do so because that is the command of his master, 

Cāṇakya. The prince, his mind plagued by growing doubt concerning Rākṣasa, comes to 

visit Bhāgurāyaṇa and, as with Rākṣasa in the previous act, decides to listen unseen while 

he conducts his business. 

The first petitioner for a passport is Jīvasiddhi, who says he wishes to be as far 

from Rākṣasa as possible, for though the minister has done him no ill, he seems to attract 

bad luck. He reluctantly reveals, as if inadvertently, that it had been Rākṣasa who had sent 



 Appendix A. Storyline 239 

the poison maiden who caused Parvataka’s death. This is literally true, though the in-

tended target had been Candragupta; but on further questioning, the Jaina monk avows 

that Cāṇakya had never even heard of the poison girl, which is a straight-out lie. When 

Bhāgurāyaṇa orders him to tell all this to Malayaketu, the prince springs out of his hiding 

place, full of anger against Rākṣasa. Bhāgurāyaṇa, obeying his master’s orders that the 

Nanda minister’s life must be protected, recommends that Malayaketu keep him at his side 

at least until he wins the throne. 

At this moment a guard brings in Siddhārthaka, who had attempted to slink out 

of the camp without a passport. The agent acts indignant, claiming that he is on an im-

portant mission for Rākṣasa and has no time for bureaucracy. Bhāgurāyaṇa and Malaya-

ketu take the forged letter from him. It is a vague message without names and specifics, 

but in context it obviously looks like a message sent by Rākṣasa to Candragupta to thank 

him for dismissing his rival (i.e. Cāṇakya) and for sending some jewels, and to remind the 

king to fulfil also his promises to some accomplices who desire the enemy’s wealth and 

lands. It further states that the letter is accompanied by a material gift and an oral message 

which will be told by the reliable Siddhārthaka. Questioned further, the agent acts con-

fused. His box, also sealed with Rākṣasa’s signet, turns out to contain the jewels that 

Malayaketu had given to Rākṣasa. At first he denies the existence of any oral message, but 

when he is beaten, he agrees to reveal it in exchange for a promise of amnesty, which the 

prince grants him. The alleged message contains a list of Malayaketu’s five foremost bar-

barian vassals or allies, implicating them in a plot against the young barbarian. 

Malayaketu summons Rākṣasa, and the scene shifts to where the minister is busily 

giving out instructions for the deployment of troops for the remainder of the march to 

Pāṭaliputra. Receiving the prince’s summons, he quickly puts on the jewellery he had pur-

chased and attends Malayaketu, who receives him with aloof politeness. After enquiring 

about Rākṣasa’s plans for the march (and learning that the five chieftains implicated in the 

oral message are to form the princely bodyguard) he asks if the minister has sent anyone 

to Pāṭaliputra, which he (truthfully) denies. The prince thereupon presents Siddhārthaka, 

who pretends to be ashamed of his failure to perform a secret mission for Rākṣasa. The 

minister is progressively confronted with all the evidence against him: his employee has 

been found carrying a letter and a box sealed with his ring, the box contains ornaments 

given to him as a personal favour by Malayaketu, the letter has been written by his secre-

tary Śakaṭadāsa, and to top it all, he is now wearing the jewels of the deceased Parvataka. 

Rākṣasa at first dismisses all charges as manipulations of the enemy, but ulti-

mately decides to give up the pointless struggle, and accepts the charges without actually 

professing any guilt. Malayaketu immediately sentences the five barbarian chieftains to 

death, but to show his magnanimousness, he spares Rākṣasa’s life and only dismisses him 

from his service. He issues the order to march against the city forthwith, and the act is 

concluded with a soliloquy of Rākṣasa in which he decides that the only honourable choice 

he is left with is to save his friend Candanadāsa from captivity by any means. 
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The sixth act opens with a prelude in which Siddhārthaka arrives back in Pāṭali-

putra and meets his friend Samṛddhārthaka, telling him of the mission he has completed 

and revealing that in the meanwhile the barbarian army has arrived at the city, Malaya-

ketu has been captured by the fake deserters from Candragupta’s court who had joined 

the prince, Cāṇakya has sallied from the city to sweep up the remaining shreds of the bar-

barian army, and Rākṣasa has left Malayaketu’s camp and, shadowed by another spy, come 

back to the city. Siddhārthaka and Samṛddhārthaka now have a new mission, to dress up 

as untouchable executioners and take Candanadāsa to the execution ground. 

In the main body of the act, an agent of Cāṇakya walks the streets of Pāṭaliputra 

waiting for Rākṣasa to come this way. The minister appears and recites a long and poign-

antly sentimental soliloquy in which he blames first fate and royal Fortune, then the stu-

pidity of Malayaketu. Entering a decrepit garden of dry, dying trees, he moves on to ex-

plore the depths of grief for the lost Nanda king. He suddenly notices the agent, who holds 

a rope in his hand and seems to be preparing to hang himself from one of the trees of the 

dead garden. Sensing a fellow troubled soul, Rākṣasa enquires after his reasons, and the 

agent reluctantly tells a heartbreaking tale according to which he is resolved to end his 

life because his friend, a jeweller, has decided to burn himself—in turn because that man’s 

friend, the jeweller Candanadāsa, is about to be executed. 

This little push was all the rudderless Rākṣasa needed: he now instructs the man 

to run and stop his friend from going to the pyre while he, Rākṣasa, goes to rescue 

Candanadāsa. The agent asks him how he means to do that, whereupon the minister, hav-

ing found some purpose to his life, brandishes his sword and recites heroic poetry. The 

man with the rope, however, warns him that the executioners will kill their captive on the 

spot if they see an armed man running at them. The act ends with another monologue by 

Rākṣasa, in which he considers his options and deduces that the only feasible idea is to 

offer up himself in exchange for his friend. 

The seventh and last act begins with two executioners leading Candanadāsa to-

ward the cremation grounds, where he is to be impaled on a stake. The jeweller’s wife and 

son follow them and take farewell of the man who would rather die than betray his friend 

(for even now he would be pardoned, were he to reveal the hiding place of Rākṣasa’s fam-

ily). His wife is also resolved to die after him, leaving their young son to the mercy of the 

family’s gods. Candanadāsa’s last piece of paternal advice for his son is to live in a Cāṇakya-

free country, and to die, when he must die, for the sake of a friend.  

At this moment Rākṣasa rushes on the stage, offering himself to be executed in 

lieu of the jeweller. One of the untouchables takes him to Cāṇakya, who at first gloats a 

little over his success, then greets Rākṣasa with honour and politeness which the latter 

takes for mockery. Candragupta’s minister tells his rival that he had been holding every-

one’s string except Śakaṭadāsa’s, then introduces him to the king who arrives on stage 

with a smidgeon of shame, having attained his goal without actually doing anything him-

self. 
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Rākṣasa seems to feel no dislike whatsoever toward Candragupta now that he 

meets him in person, and talks to himself (i.e. thinks) about the young king in favourable 

terms, possibly because Cāṇakya has pointed out that he is, after all, the son of Rākṣasa’s 

beloved king. The minister is now offered a choice: if he wishes Candanadāsa to live, he 

must swear fealty to Candragupta and become his counsellor. After some equivocation he 

accepts the post, resigned to his fate, and Cāṇakya ceremonially hands him the sword of 

office. At Rākṣasa’s request, Candragupta grants a pardon to Malayaketu and restores the 

barbarian prince to his father’s kingdom, then issues a general amnesty. Cāṇakya closes 

the play with a blessing for Candragupta. 
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B. Verses of the Mudrārākṣasa 
The following table is an index of the verses found in the Mudrārākṣasa. The first 

two columns show the numbering used in this dissertation, first by act number and verse 

number within each act, second by consecutive serial numbering from beginning to end. 

The third column gives the first word or first few words of each verse for ease of identifi-

cation. These words appear here as in Hillebrandt’s critical edition (HILLEBRANDT 1912). The 

fourth column gives the numbers assigned to each verse in Hillebrandt’s edition, both by 

act and (in parentheses) consecutively, while the fifth shows the numbering (by act) used 

in Telang’s edition (TELANG 1918). Cells shaded in grey indicate verses the number of which 

differs from my numbering in either edition, and an exclamation mark after an editor’s 

number identifies verses where the editor numbered his verses erroneously. The sixth 

column identifies the metre of each verse, and the seventh column shows, for anuṣṭubh 

and metres in the āryā group, whether the metre is pathyā or vipulā. 

List of Verses 

By Act Serial beginning Hillebrandt Telang Metre Subtype 

1.1 1 dhanyā  1.1 (1) 1.1 sragdharā  

1.2 2 pādasya- 1.2 (2) 1.2 sragdharā  

1.3 3 cīyate  1.3 (3) 1.3 anuṣṭubh na-vipulā 

1.4 4 vahati  1.4 (4) 1.4 puṣpitāgrā  

1.5 5 guṇavaty  1.5 (5) 1.5 āryā pathyā 

1.6 6 krūragrahaḥ  1.6 (6) 1.6 āryā pathyā 

1.7 7 kauṭilyaḥ  1.7 (7) 1.7 praharṣiṇī  

1.8 8 nandakula- 1.8 (8) 1.9 āryā pathyā 

1.9 9 ullaṅghayan  1.9 (9) 1.10 vasantatilaka  

1.10 10 śyāmīkṛtya- 1.10 (10) 1.11 sragdharā  

1.11 11 śocanto  1.11 (11) 1.12 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

1.12 12 samutkhātā  1.12 (12) 1.13 śikhariṇī  

1.13 13 aiśvaryād  1.13 (13) 1.14 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

1.14 14 aprājñena  1.14 (14) 1.15 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

1.15 15 svayam  1.15 (15) 1.16 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

1.16 16 paṇamaha  1.16 (16) 1.17 āryā pathyā 
1.17 17 purisassa  1.17 (17) 1.18 āryā pathyā 

1.18 18 kamalāṇa  1.18 (18) 1.19 āryā pathyā 

1.19 19 kaulūtaś  1.19 (19) 1.20 sragdharā  

1.20 20 cāṇakkammi  1.20 (20) 1.21 āryā pathyā 

1.21 21 udideṇa  1.21 (21) (prose) āryā pathyā 
1.22 22 uvari  1.22 (22) 1.22 āryā pathyā 



 Appendix B. Verses of the Mudrārākṣasa 243 

By Act Serial beginning Hillebrandt Telang Metre Subtype 

1.23 23 vikrāntair  1.23 (23) 1.23 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

1.24 24 āsvādita- 1.24 (24) 1.8 vasantatilaka  

1.25 25 sulabheṣv  1.25 (25) 1.24 anuṣṭubh pathyā 
1.26 26 tyajaty  1.26 (26) 1.25 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

1.27 27 ye yātāḥ 1.27 (27) 1.26 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

1.28 28 svacchandam  1.28 (28) 1.27 vasantatilaka  

2.1 29 jāṇanti  2.1 (29) 2.1 gīti pathyā 

2.2 30 vālaggāhi  2.2 (30) (prose) gīti vipulā 

2.3 31 kauṭilyadhī- 2.3 (31) 2.2 upajāti  

2.4 32 viruddhayor  2.4 (32) 2.3 rucirā  

2.5 33 vṛṣṇīnām  2.5 (33) 2.4 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.6 34 nedaṃ  2.6 (34) 2.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.7 35 ānandahetum  2.7 (35) 2.6 vasantatilaka  

2.8 36 pṛthivyāṃ  2.8 (36) 2.7 śikhariṇī  

2.9 37 iṣṭātmajaḥ  2.9 (37) 2.8 vasantatilaka  

2.10 38 kāmaṃ  2.10 (38) 2.9 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.11 39 na tāvan 2.11 (39) 2.10 śikhariṇī  

2.12 40 pāūṇa  2.12 (40) 2.11 āryā pathyā 
2.13 41 vāmāṃ  2.13 (41) 2.12 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.14 42 prākārān  2.14 (42) 2.13 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.15 43 yatraiṣā  2.15 (43) 2.14 sragdharā  

2.16 44 karṇeneva  2.16 (44) 2.15 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.17 45 kanyā  2.17 (45) 2.16 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.18 46 ārabhyate  2.18 (46) 2.17 vasantatilaka  

2.19 47 kiṃ śeṣasya 2.19 (47) 2.18 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.20 48 parihṛtam  2.20 (48) 2.19 āryā pathyā 
2.21 49 asmābhir  2.21 (49) 2.20 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

2.22 50 yuṣmābhir  2.22 (50) — anuṣṭubh pathyā 

2.23 51 dṛṣṭvā  2.23 (51) 2.21 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

2.24 52 akṣīṇabhaktiḥ  2.24 (52) 2.22 anuṣṭubh ra-vipulā 

2.25 53 mauryas  2.24! (53) 2.22! śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.1 54 rūpādīn  3.1 (54) 3.1 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.2 55 āliṅgantu  3.2 (55) 3.2 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.3 56 suviśrabdhair  3.3 (56) 3.3 śikhariṇī  

3.4 57 parārtha- 3.4 (57) 3.4 śikhariṇī  

3.5 58 tīkṣṇād  3.5 (58) 3.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.6 59 iha viracayan 3.6 (59) 3.6 hariṇī  

3.7 60 śanaiḥ  3.7 (60) 3.7 śikhariṇī  

3.8 61 apām  3.8 (61) 3.8 śikhariṇī  
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By Act Serial beginning Hillebrandt Telang Metre Subtype 

3.9 62 bhartus  3.9 (62) 3.9 vasantatilaka  

3.10 63 dhūrtair  3.10 (63) 3.10 sragdharā  

3.11 64 kṛtāgāḥ  3.11 (64) 3.11 śikhariṇī  

3.12 65 utsiktaḥ  3.12 (65) 3.12 praharṣiṇī  

3.13 66 madbhṛtyaiḥ  3.13 (66) 3.13 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.14 67 bhetavyaṃ  3.14 (67) 3.14 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.15 68 upalaśakalam  3.15 (68) 3.15 mālinī  

3.16 69 stuvanty  3.16 (69) 3.16 śikhariṇī  

3.17 70  yo nanda- 3.17 (70) 3.17 vasantatilaka  

3.18 71 nandair  3.18 (71) 3.18 vasantatilaka  

3.19 72 ā śailendrāc 3.19 (72) 3.19 sragdharā  

3.20 73 ākāśaṃ  3.20 (73) 3.20 sragdharā  

3.21 74 pratyagronmeṣa- 3.21 (74) 3.21 sragdharā  

3.22 75 sattvotkarṣasya  3.22 (75) 3.22 sragdharā  

3.23 76 bhūṣaṇādy- 3.23 (76) 3.23 anuṣṭubh pathyā 
3.24 77 ambhodhīnāṃ  3.24 (77) 3.24 sragdharā  

3.25 78 sa hi bhṛśam 3.25 (78) 3.25 mālinī  

3.26 79 labdhāyāṃ  3.26 (79) 3.26 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

3.27 80 āruhyārūḍha- 3.27 (80) 3.27 sragdharā  

3.28 81 gṛdhrair  3.28 (81) 3.28 sragdharā  

3.29 82 śikhāṃ  3.29 (82) 3.29 śikhariṇī  

3.30 83 saṃrambha- 3.30 (83) 3.30 sragdharā  

3.31 84 cāṇakyataḥ  3.31 (84) 3.31 vasantatilaka  

3.32 85 sa doṣaḥ 3.32 (85) 3.32 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

3.33 86 āryājñayaiva  3.33 (86) 3.33 vasantatilaka  

4.1 87 joaṇasaaṃ  4.1 (87) 4.1 āryā pathyā 
4.2 88 mama  4.2 (88) 4.2 hariṇī  

4.3 89 kāryopakṣepam  4.3 (89) 4.3 sragdharā  

4.4 90 dūle  4.4 (90) 4.4 āryā pathyā 
4.5 91 vakṣastāḍana- 4.5 (91) 4.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

4.6 92 udyacchatā  4.6 (92) 4.6 vasantatilaka  

4.7 93 sotsedhaiḥ  4.7 (93) 4.7 sragdharā  

4.8 94 sattvabhaṅga- 4.8 (94) 4.8 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

4.9 95 kaumudī  4.9 (95) 4.9 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

4.10 96 sadyaḥ  4.10 (96) 4.10 anuṣṭubh pathyā 
4.11 97 devasya  4.11 (97) 4.11 vasantatilaka  

4.12 98 rājñāṃ  4.12 (98) 4.12 sragdharā  

4.13 99 atyucchrite  4.13 (99) 4.13 upajāti  

4.14 100 nṛpo  4.14 (100) 4.14 vaṃśastha  
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By Act Serial beginning Hillebrandt Telang Metre Subtype 

4.15 101 tvayy  4.15 (101) 4.15 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

4.16 102 uttuṅgās  4.16 (102) 4.16 suvadanā  

4.17 103 gambhīra- 4.17 (103) 4.17 vasantatilaka  

4.18 104 śāśaṇam  4.18 (104) 4.18 āryā pathyā 

4.19 105 astāhimuhe  4.19 (105) 4.19 āryā pathyā 

4.20 106 ekkaguṇā  4.20 (106) 4.20ab udgīti pathyā 
4.21 107 lagge  4.21 (107) 4.20cd āryā pathyā 

4.22 108 āvirbhūta- 4.22 (108) 4.21 sragdharā  

5.1 109 buddhijala- 5.1 (108!) 5.1 āryā pathyā 
5.2 110 alihantāṇa  5.2 (109) 5.2 āryā pathyā 

5.3 111 muhur  5.3 (110) 5.3 śikhariṇī  

5.4 112 kule  5.4 (111) 5.4 śikhariṇī  

5.5 113 bhaktyā  5.5 (112) 5.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.6 114 śrutaṃ  5.6 (113) 5.6 rucirā  

5.7 115 mitraṃ  5.7 (114) 5.7 vasantatilaka  

5.8 116 mitrāṇi  5.8 (115) 5.8 upajāti  

5.9 117 āṇantīe  5.9 (116) 5.9 āryā pathyā 

5.10 118 sādhye  5.10 (117) 5.10 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.11 119 prasthātavyaṃ  5.11 (118) 5.11 sragdharā  

5.12 120 bhayaṃ  5.12 (119) 5.12 śikhariṇī  

5.13 121 pādāgre  5.13 (120) 5.13 praharṣiṇī  

5.14 122 smṛtaṃ  5.14 (121) 5.14 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

5.15 123 mudrā  5.15 (122) 5.15 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.16 124 etāni  5.16 (123) 5.16 vasantatilaka  

5.17 125 candraguptasya  5.17 (124) 5.17 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

5.18 126 lekho  5.18 (125) 5.18 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.19 127 mauryo  5.19 (126) 5.19 sragdharā  

5.20 128 bhṛtyatve  5.20 (127) 5.20 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.21 129 kanyāṃ  5.21 (128) 5.21 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

5.22 130 viṣṇuguptaṃ  5.22 (129) 5.22 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

5.23 131 gauḍīnāṃ  5.23 (130) 5.23 sragdharā  

5.24 132 kiṃ gacchāmi 5.24 (131) 5.24 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

6.1 133 jaadi  6.1 (132) 6.1 mālinī  

6.2 134 saṃbhāvantā  6.2 (133) 6.2 āryā vipulā 

6.3 135 adisaagarueṇaṃ  6.3 (134) 6.3 mālinī  

6.4 136 chagguṇa- 6.4 (135) 6.4 āryā pathyā 

6.5 137 utsannāśraya- 6.5 (137) 6.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

6.6 138 patiṃ  6.6 (137) 6.6 śikhariṇī  

6.7 139 deve  6.7 (138) 6.7 vasantatilaka  
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By Act Serial beginning Hillebrandt Telang Metre Subtype 

6.8 140 yo naṣṭān 6.8 (139) 6.8 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

6.9 141 śārṅgajyākṛṣṭi- 6.9 (140) 6.9 sragdharā  

6.10 142 paurair  6.10 (141) 6.10 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

6.11 143 viparyastaṃ  6.11 (142) 6.11 śikhariṇī  

6.12 144 kṣatāṅgīnāṃ  6.12 (143) 6.12 śikhariṇī  

6.13 145 antaḥśarīra- 6.13 (144) 6.13 vasantatilaka  

6.14 146 pramṛdnan  6.14 (145) 6.14 śikhariṇī  

6.15 147 śrāvito  6.15 (146) 6.15 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

6.16 148 kim auṣadha- 6.16 (147) 6.16 pṛthvī  

6.17 149 pitṝn  6.17 (148) 6.17 śikhariṇī  

6.18 150 śiber  6.18 (149) 6.18 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

6.19 151 nistriṃśo  6.19 (150) 6.19 mandākrāntā  

6.20 152 yadi sa śakaṭo 6.20 (151) 6.20 hariṇī  

6.21 153 nāyaṃ  6.21 (152) 6.21 sragdharā  

7.1 154 yaï mahadha 7.1 (153) 7.1 āryā pathyā 
7.2 155 bhodi  7.2 (154) 7.2 āryā pathyā 

7.3 156 amhārisāṇa  7.3 (155) (prose) āryā pathyā 

7.4 157 mottūṇa  7.4 (156) 7.3 āryā pathyā 
7.5 158 yena svāmikulaṃ 7.5 (157) 7.4 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.6 159 duṣkāle  7.6 (158) 7.5 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.7 160 kenottuṅga-  7.7 (159) 7.6 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.8 161 gurubhiḥ  7.8 (160) 7.8 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

7.9 162 ākaraḥ  7.9 (161) 7.7 anuṣṭubh pathyā 
7.10 163 ete bhadrabhaṭa- 7.10 (162) 7.9 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.11 164 phalayogam  7.11 (163) 7.10 mālabhāriṇī  

7.12 165 viguṇīkṛta- 7.12 (164) 7.11 mālabhāriṇī  

7.13 166 bāla eva 7.13 (165) 7.12 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

7.14 167 jagataḥ  7.14 (166) 7.13 anuṣṭubh na-vipulā 

7.15 168 dravyaṃ  7.15 (167) 7.14 vasantatilaka  

7.16 169 tapovanaṃ  7.16 (168) — upajāti  

7.17 170 aśvaiḥ  7.17 (169) 7.15 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.18 171 vinā vāhana- 7.18 (170) 7.17 anuṣṭubh bha-vipulā 
7.19 172 rākṣasena  7.19 (171) 7.18 anuṣṭubh pathyā 

7.20 173 ye siktāḥ 7.20 (172) 7.16 śārdūlavikrīḍita  

7.21 174 vārāhīm  7.21 (173) 7.19 sragdharā  
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Index of Metres 

The following index lists the verses of the Mudrārākṣasa classified by metre. Ref-

erences in bold face indicate Prakrit stanzas. The number of verses in each metre is given 

in parentheses. 

Gaṇavṛtta 

Metres of the āryā family are based on feet (gaṇa), consisting of two half-verses of 

eight feet each, subdivided by a caesura after the third foot. The feet are tetramoraic ex-

cept the last, which is bimoraic, and the sixth, which may be truncated to a single mora. 

In the āryā metre, the sixth foot of the second half is thus truncated. If truncation occurs 

only in the first half, the metre is udgīti; if it does not occur in either half, then the metre 

is gīti. (Other variations are also legitimate but do not occur in the Mudrārākṣasa.) 

Metre  

āryā (25) 1.05, 1.06, 1.08, 1.16, 1.17, 1.18, 1.20, 1.21, 1.22, 2.12, 2.20, 4.01, 4.04, 

4.18, 4.19, 4.21, 5.01, 5.02, 5.09, 6.02, 6.04, 7.01, 7.02, 7.03, 7.04 

gīti (2) 2.01, 2.02 

udgīti (1) 4.20 

Varṇavṛtta 

These are syllabo-quantitative metres in which the weight of each syllable is (with 

few exceptions) determined by an invariable formula. A syllable (varṇa) may be light 

(laghu) or heavy (guru). Light syllables have a short vowel followed by no more than one 

consonant; heavy syllables have a long vowel, or any vowel followed by two or more con-

sonants. The varṇavṛtta metres are mostly of the samacatuṣpadī type, where all four quar-

ters of a stanza follow an identical metrical formula. Some follow the ardhasamacatuṣpadī 

pattern which has one formula for the odd quarters and a slightly different one for the 

even quarters. There are also a few rare metres of the viṣamacatuṣpadī type, in which each 

of the four quarters follows a different formula. The common anuṣṭubh (classical śloka, also 

called vaktra, though some poeticians use these three designations for different varieties 

of the prototype) is formally classified as a viṣama metre since its four quarters are not 

(usually) identical, but it is better described as an ardhasama form in which the first four 

syllables of each quarter are not defined. The table below includes the metrical formula 

for each metre; the definitions of ardhasama metres are given in two parts separated by a 

single vertical bar. 
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Metre Formula 

anuṣṭubh (23) ⏓ ⏓ ⏓ ⏓ ⏑ – – ⏓ | ⏓ ⏓ ⏓ ⏓ ⏑ – ⏑ ⏓ 

 1.03, 1.15, 1.25, 1.26, 2.21, 2.22, 2.24, 3.23, 3.32, 4.08, 4.09, 4.10, 5.14, 5.17, 5.22, 6.15, 

6.18, 7.08, 7.09, 7.13, 7.14, 7.18, 7.19 

hariṇī (3)  ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : – – – – : ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ ⏓ 

 3.06, 4.02, 6.20 

mālabhāriṇī (2)  ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ | ⏑ ⏑ – – ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 7.11, 7.12 

mālinī (4)  ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – – : – ⏑ – – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 3.15, 3.25, 6.01, 6.03 

mandākrāntā (1)   – – – – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : – ⏑ – – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 6.19 

praharṣiṇī (3)  – – – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 1.07, 3.12, 5.13 

pṛthvī (1) ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – – ⏑ ⏓ 

 6.16 

puṣpitāgrā (1)  ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ | ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 1.04 

rucirā (2)  ⏑ – ⏑ – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ ⏓ 

 2.04, 5.06 

śārdūlavikrīḍita (39)  – – – ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : – – ⏑ – – ⏑ ⏓ 

 1.11, 1.13, 1.14, 1.23, 1.27, 2.05, 2.06, 2.10, 2.13, 2.14, 2.16, 2.17, 2.19, 2.23, 2.25, 3.01, 

3.02, 3.05, 3.13, 3.14, 3.26, 4.05, 4.15, 5.05, 5.10, 5.15, 5.18, 5.20, 5.21, 5.24, 6.05, 6.08, 

6.10, 7.05, 7.06, 7.07, 7.10, 7.17, 7.20 

śikhariṇī (18)  ⏑ – – – – – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏓ 

 1.12, 2.08, 2.11, 3.03, 3.04, 3.07, 3.08, 3.11, 3.16, 3.29, 5.03, 5.04, 5.12, 6.06, 6.11, 6.12, 

6.14, 6.17 

sragdharā (24)   – – – – ⏑ – – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : – ⏑ – – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 1.01, 1.02, 1.10, 1.19, 2.15, 3.10, 3.19, 3.20, 3.21, 3.22, 3.24, 3.27, 3.28, 3.30, 4.03, 4.07, 

4.12, 4.22, 5.11, 5.19, 5.23, 6.09, 6.21, 7.21 

suvadanā (1)   – – – – ⏑ – – : ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : – – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ ⏓ 

 4.16 

upajāti (4)  ⏓ – ⏑ – – : ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 2.03, 4.13, 5.08, 7.16 

vaṃśastha (1)  ⏑ – ⏑ – – : ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏑ ⏓ 

 4.14 

vasantatilaka (19)   – – ⏑ – ⏑ ⏑ ⏑ – : ⏑ ⏑ – ⏑ – ⏓ 

 1.09, 1.24, 1.28, 2.07, 2.09, 2.18, 3.09, 3.17 3.18, 3.31, 3.33, 4.06, 4.11, 4.17, 5.07, 5.16, 

6.07, 6.13, 7.15 
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C. Dramatis Personae 
This is a list of all the people appearing and mentioned in the Mudrārākṣasa. The 

names are arranged in Latin alphabetical order, disregarding diacritical marks. Names and 

designations by which characters appear on stage are printed in bold face. Some charac-

ters appear on stage with just a designation (e.g. puruṣa, “man”), yet their name is men-

tioned in the text of the drama. Such characters are described under their personal names, 

but their stage designations also appear in the list, cross-referenced to the personal names. 

If a character has alternative names in the play, these are given with the tag “aka.” For 

some characters, variant names found in manuscripts are also listed in round brackets. 

Names that are attested only in Prakrit form are followed by their Sanskrit chāyā in curly 

braces. Names whose meaning clearly denotes to the character’s profession or function 

(rather than being a true personal name) are followed, like designations, by a translation 

in quote marks. The names of people who died before the action of the play are marked 

with a dagger (†). 

 
Abhayadatta: a physician in Candragupta’s court, agent of Rākṣasa 

Acala: a scribe (kāyastha) working in Candragupta’s court 

āhituṇḍaka: “snake charmer,” see Jīrṇaviṣa, Virādhagupta 

Balagupta: a distant relative of Candragupta, styled mahārāja 

Bhadrabhaṭa: Candragupta’s elephant manager (gajādhyakṣa) 

Bhāgurāyaṇa: younger brother of Candragupta’s general (Siṃhala), agent of Cāṇakya 

Bhāsvaraka (Bhāsuraka) = puruṣa: Bhāgurāyaṇa’s valet 

Bībhatsaka: “Terroriser,” an assassin employed by Rākṣasa 

Billavattaa {Bilvapattraka (Bilvavaktra)} = cāṇḍāla: Samṛddhārthaka disguised as an exe-
cutioner 

Cāṇakya aka. Kauṭilya, Viṣṇugupta: Candragupta’s advisor 

cāṇḍāla: “untouchable,” one of two executioners, actually Siddhārthaka and 
Samṛddhārthaka in disguise 

Candanadāsa: foreman of the jewellers’ guild (maṇikāraśreṣṭhin), loyal friend of Rākṣasa 

Candrabhānu: Candragupta’s captain of guard (mahāpratīhāra), brother-in-law to 
Hiṅgurāta 

Candragupta aka. Vṛṣala, Maurya, Candasirī {Candraśrī}: the king who dethroned the 
Nandas 

cara: “spy,” stage name of Nipuṇaka 

Citravarman: king of Kulūta, allied to Malayaketu 

Dāruvarman: “Armoured-in-wood,” a carpenter in Pāṭaliputra, agent of Rākṣasa 

dauvārika: “doorkeeper,” in service to Rākṣasa 

Dhanasena: the chief of Candanadāsa’s household staff 
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Dīhacakkhu {Dīrghacakṣus}: “Far-sighted,” Malayaketu’s officer in charge of the guard 
post (gulmasthānādhikṛta) 

dvitīya: the second minstrel, see vaitālika; the second cāṇḍāla, see Siddhārthaka 

eka: the first minstrel, see Stanakalaśa; the first cāṇḍāla, see Samṛddhārthaka 

Hiṅgurāta (Ḍiṅkirāta, Ḍiṅgarāta): a courtier of Candragupta, brother-in-law to 
Candrabhānu 

Induśarman: see Viṣṇuśarman 

Jājali = kañcukin: Malayaketu’s seneschal 

Jīrṇaviṣa = āhituṇḍaka: “Poison-digester,” Virādhagupta disguised as a snake charmer 

Jiṣṇudāsa: a foreman of the jeweller’s guild, friend of Candanadāsa (perhaps just a 
fabrication of Cāṇakya) 

Jīvasiddhi = kṣapaṇaka: a Jaina monk thought to be on Rākṣasa’s side but actually a 
brāhmaṇ friend and sleeper agent of Cāṇakya, Viṣṇuśarman by his true name 

kañcukin: “seneschal,” stage name of Vaihīnari and Jājali 

Karabhaka: “Camel,” an agent and messenger of Rākṣasa 

kṣapaṇaka: “Jaina monk,” see Jīvasiddhi 

kuṭumbinī: “wife,” the wife of Candanadāsa 

Malayaketu: a mleccha prince, son of Parvataka, advised by Rākṣasa in their war against 
Candragupta 

Meghākṣa (Meghanāda, Meghākhya): Persian (pārasīka) king allied to Malayaketu 

Nipuṇaka = cara: “Adroit,” a spy of Cāṇakya, disguised as an itinerant devotee of Yama 

†Parvataka aka. Parvateśvara: a mleccha king, father of Malayaketu, allied with Candra-
gupta to conquer Pāṭaliputra, then assassinated by Cāṇakya 

Pramodaka: “Gladdener,” a servant in charge of Candragupta’s bed, agent of Rākṣasa 

pratīhārī: “concierge” stage name of Śoṇottarā and Vijayā 

?†Pravīraka: perhaps a general of the Nandas, recalled by Rākṣasa 

Priyaṃvadaka = puruṣa: “Kind-speaker,” Rākṣasa’s manservant 

puruṣa: “man,” stage name of Priyaṃvadaka and Bhāsvaraka; also a manservant of 
Malayaketu in Act 5 (who may be identical to Bhāsvaraka), a manservant of Candra-
gupta in Act 7, and a “man with a rope” (rajjuhastaḥ puruṣaḥ) in Act 5, an agent of 
Cāṇakya 

Puruṣadatta: Candragupta’s horse manager (aśvādhyakṣa) 

Puṣkarākṣa: king of Kashmir, allied to Malayaketu 

putra: “son,” child of Candanadāsa 

Rājasena: a courtier of Candragupta and his manservant in his childhood (kumārasevaka) 

Rākṣasa: former minister of the Nanda kings, presently allied with Malayaketu to over-
throw Candragupta 

Rohitākṣa: prince of Mālava, a courtier of Candragupta 

Śakaṭadāsa: a scribe (kāyastha), friend of Rākṣasa 
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Samṛddhārthaka (Samiddhārthaka, Susiddhārthaka): an agent of Cāṇakya, friend of 
Siddhārthaka, also appearing in the disguise of Billavattaa 

Śārṅgarava = śiṣya: the disciple of Cāṇakya 

†Sarvārthasiddhi: a member of the Nanda dynasty (possibly the last ruler), retired to a 
hermitage and assassinated there by Cāṇakya 

Siddhārthaka: an agent Cāṇakya, friend of Samṛddhārthaka, also appearing in the dis-
guise of Vayyalomaa 

Śikharasena: Malayaketu’s general (senāpati) 

Siṃhala (Siṃhabala, Siṃhapāla, Siṃhadatta): Candragupta’s general (senāpati), elder 
brother of Bhāgurāyaṇa 

Siṃhanāda: king of Malaya, allied to Malayaketu 

Sindhuṣeṇa: king of Sindh, allied to Malayaketu 

śiṣya: “disciple,” stage name of Śārṅgarava 

Śoṇottarā = pratīhārī: Candragupta’s concierge 

Stanakalaśa = eka: a minstrel, agent of Rākṣasa at the court of Candragupta 

Undura/Unduraa {Undura/Unduraka}: “Rat,” a spy employed by Cāṇakya 

Vaihīnari = kañcukin: Candragupta’s seneschal 

†Vairodhaka (Vairocaka): brother of Parvataka 

vaitālika: “minstrel,” one of two at Candragupta’s court; the first is Stanakalaśa, the sec-
ond is not named 

?†Vakranāśa (Vakranāsa): a minister in the Nanda reign 

Varvaraka: an elephant driver in Pāṭaliputra and agent of Rākṣasa 

Vayyalomaa {Vajralomaka} = cāṇḍāla: Siddhārthaka disguised as an executioner 

Vijayā = pratīhārī: Malayaketu’s concierge 

Vijayapāla (Vijayavarman, Vijaya): chief of the garrison (durgapāla) in Pāṭaliputra 

Vijayavarman: a leader of the aristocracy (kṣatragaṇamukhya) of Mālava, courtier of 
Candragupta 

Virādhagupta: a friend and agent of Rākṣasa posing as the snake charmer Jīrṇaviṣa 

Viṣṇuśarman (Induśarman): an old school friend (sahādhyāyi mitram) of Cāṇakya, posing 
as the Jaina monk Jīvasiddhi 

Viśvāvasu: a brāhmaṇa working for Cāṇakya 
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D. Bibliography 

Sanskrit and Prakrit Works Cited 

The following list shows Sanskrit works cited in the dissertation, in Devanāgarī 

alphabetical order. Since many editions include secondary literature such as introductions 

and appendices, full bibliographic data for all primary sources are listed in the References 

section below. In the present list, abbreviations of text titles are referred to the corre-

sponding full title, while titles are referred to editions. 

 
Anargharāghava of Murāri in: DURGÂPRASÂD & PAṆŚĪKAR 1929. 

Abhinavabhāratī of Abhinavagupta in: KAVI 1926–1964. 

Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya in: KANGLE 1960; 
translation in KANGLE 1963. 

Avantisundarī(kathā) of Daṇḍin in: PILLAI 1954. 

Avantisundarīkathāsāra in: SASTRI 1957. 

Avaloka see Daśarūpāvaloka. 

Aṣṭādhyāyī of Pāṇini in: KATRE 1989. 

Kathāsaritsāgara of Somadeva in: BROCKHAUS 1839–1866. 

KĀN → Kāvyānuśāsana 

Kāmandakīya see Nītisāra. 

Kāvyānuśāsana of Hemacandra in: ŚIVADATTA & PARAB 1901b. 

Kirātārjunīya of Bhāravi in DURGÂPRASÂD & PARAB 1933. 

Kumārasaṃbhava of Kālidāsa in KALE 1981. 

Kauṭilīya see Arthaśāstra. 

Kaumudīmahotsava of Vijjikā(?) in: SASTRI 1952. 

Gārgīya-jyotiṣa described in MITCHINER 1986. 

Caṇḍakauśika of Ārya Kṣemīśvara in: DAS GUPTA 1962. 

Cāṇakyakathā of Ravinartaka in: LAW 1921. 

Cārudatta of Bhāsa(?) in: SÂSTRÎ 1914. 

Tantrākhyāyikā in: HERTEL 1909. 

Daśakumāracarita of Daṇḍin in: ONIANS 2005. 

Daśarūpa(ka) of Dhanañjaya in: HAAS 1912 (with English translation) and PARAB 1941. 

Daśarūpāvaloka of Dhanika in: PARAB 1941; PANDEY 1999. 

Devīcandragupta of Viśākhadatta(?) fragments collected e.g. in: BHANDARKAR 1932:204–211. 

DCG → Devīcandragupta 

DR → Daśarūpa 
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Nāṭyadarpaṇa of Guṇacandra and Rāmacandra in: SHRIGONDEKAR & GANDHI 1929; translation 
in TRIVEDI 1966. 

Nāṭyaśāstra of Bharata in: KAVI 1926–1964. 

Nītiśataka see Śatakatraya. 

Nītisāra of Kāmandaka in: SÂSTRÎ 1912b. 

Nītivākyāmṛta of Somadeva Sūri in: ŚĀSTRĪ 1950. 

ND → Nāṭyadarpaṇa 

Pañcatantra (textus simplicior) in: KIELHORN 1885 (book 1), BÜHLER 1886 (books 2–3), BÜHLER 

1885 (books 4–5) 
(Pañcatantra reconstructed) in: EDGERTON 1924.  
see also Tantrākhyāyikā 

Paddhati of Śārṅgadhara see Śārṅgadharapaddhati. 

Pariśiṣṭaparvan of Hemacandra in: JACOBI 1932; 
excerpts in Hungarian translation: WOJTILLA 2012. 

PT → Pañcatantra 

Pratijñāyaugandharāyaṇa of Bhāsa in: SÂSTRÎ 1938. 

Prasannasāhityaratnākara of Nandana quoted by KOSAMBI & GOKHALE 1957. 

Priyadarśikā of Harṣa in: DONIGER 2006:295–427. 

Bālabhārata of Amaracandra in: ŚIVADATTA & PARAB 1894. 

Bṛhatkathāmañjarī of Kṣemendra in: ŚIVADATTA & PARAB 1901b. 

Bṛhatkathāślokasaṃgraha of Budhasvāmin in: MALLINSON 2005. 

Bṛhatkathākośa of Hariṣeṇa in: UPADHYE 1943. 

Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira in: BHAT 1981. 

Bṛhaspatismṛti in: AIYANGAR 1941. 

BŚT → Śatakatraya 

Mahābhārata in: SUKTHANKAR et. al. 1919–1966. 

Mahāvaṃsa of Mahānāman in: GEIGER 1908. 

Mahāvaṃsa-ṭīkā in: SOHONI 1971. 

Mālavikāgnimitra of Kālidāsa in DWIVEDĪ 1986:327–431. 

Milindapañha in: VADEKAR 1940. 

Mudrāprakāśa of Miśra Vaṭeśvara: unpublished manuscripts (NGMCP). 

Mudrārākṣasa of Viśākhadatta in: HILLEBRANDT 1912; 
other editions and translations consulted: BHAṬṬĀCĀRYYA 1935, VAN BUITENEN 1968, 
COULSON 1981, COULSON 2005, DHRUVA 1923, DHRUVA 1930, KALE 1976, PANDIT 1944, RAY 
1956, SHASTRI & ABHYANKER 1916, TELANG 1884, TELANG 1918. 

Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā of Mahādeva in: TELANG 1918. 

Mudrārākṣasavyākhyā of Ḍhuṇḍhirāja in: RAGHAVAN 1973. pp. १–३२. 

Mṛcchakaṭika of Śūdraka(?) in: ACHARYA 2009. 

MBh → Mahābhārata 
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MR → Mudrārākṣasa 

MRNK → Mudrārākṣasanāṭakakathā 

Raghuvaṃśa of Kālidāsa: 
Vallabhadeva’s text (preferred, cantos 1–6 only) in GOODALL & ISAACSON 2003. 
Mallinātha’s text (cited where Vallabhadeva is not available) in NANDARGIKAR 1971 

Rājataraṅgiṇī of Kalhaṇa in: STEIN 1988; translation in STEIN 1979. 

Vakroktijīvita of Kuntaka in: DE 1961. 

Vetālapañcaviṃśatikā of Śivadatta quoted by STERNBACH 1976. 

VJ → Vakroktijīvita 

Śatakatraya of Bhartṛhari in: KOSAMBI 1948. 

Śārṅgadharapaddhati in: PETERSON 1987. 

Śiśupālavadha of Māgha in: KAK & SHASTRI 1935. 

Śukasaptati (textus simplicior) in: TRIPĀTHĪ 1966. 

Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja in: RAGHAVAN 1998. 

Śṛṅgāraśataka see Śatakatraya. 

ŚDP → Śārṇgadharapaddhati 

ŚP → Śṛṅgāraprakāśa 

Saduktikarṇāmṛta of Śrīdharadāsa in: BANERJI 1965 

Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa (Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇālaṃkāra) of Bhoja in: ŚARMĀ & PAṆŚĪKAR 
1934. 

SĀV → Subhāṣitāvali 

Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa of Vidyākara in: KOSAMBI & GOKHALE 1957. 

Subhāṣitasudhānidhi of Sāyaṇa quoted by STERNBACH 1980. 

Subhāṣitāvali of Vallabhadeva in PETERSON & DURGÂPRASÂDA 1886. 

Suvṛttatilaka of Kṣemendra in: RĀGHAVĀCĀRYA & PADHYE 1961:85–116. 

Suśrutasaṃhitā in: ÂCHÂRYA 1915. 

Sūktimuktāvalī of Jalhaṇa in: KRISHNAMACHARYA 1991. 

Sūktiratnahāra of Sūrya in: ŚĀSTRĪ 1938. 

Svapnavāsavadatta of Bhāsa in: SÂSTRÎ 1912a. 

SKĀ → Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa 

Sthavirāvalīcarita of Hemacandra see Pariśiṣṭaparvan. 

SMĀ → Sūktimuktāvalī 

SRK → Subhāṣitaratnakoṣa 

SRH → Sūktiratnahāra 

SSN → Subhāṣitasudhānidhi 

Harṣacarita of Bāṇa in: KANE 1965; 
translation in COWELL & THOMAS 1897. 

Hitopadeśa of Nārāyaṇa in: TÖRZSÖK 2007. 
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Editions and Secondary Literature 

Journals referred to by abbreviations 

ABORI: Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Institute 

AOH: Acta Orientalia Hungarica 

EI: Epigraphia Indica 

IA: The Indian Antiquary 

IHQ: Indian Historical Quarterly 
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