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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the history and practices of the DasanamT-SamnyasTs, one of the 
largest sects of Indian renunciates, founded, according to tradition, by the famous adva/ta 
philosopher Sahkaracarya, who may have lived in the eighth century CE. It is argued that 
it is highly improbable that Sahkaracarya founded either the sect or the four (or five) main 
DasanamT monasteries, which are the seats of reigning Sankaracaryas. The locus of 
identity for the DasanamTs (meaning 'ten names’) lies in several short texts, known as 
mathamnaya-s, which were most probably produced around the time the DaSanamTs 
became organised as an order, in the late sixteenth or seventeenth century. The political 
and religious circumstances of the time provide an adequate—though not 
definitive—context for the production of a distinct Hindu identity for the sect. The process 
of forming an identity integrated several lineages of ascetics, some of which had no 
previous connection to each other. There are two main branches of the order: one being 
what might be called the Brahmanical monastic advaita tradition, extensively promoted 
for the first time by the early Vijayanagara rulers in the fourteenth century; the other being 
the military branch of /7aga-s, who have a non-orthodox, semi-Tantric background, and 
who were particularly conspicuous when they served in the standing armies of various 
north Indian regents during the eighteenth century. Initiation procedures illustrate the 
merging of the two branches. The contribution of this thesis to the study of religions is to 
provide, for the first time, an account of the history of the DasanamTs that is an alternative 
to that espoused by the orthodox tradition, and to illustrate the various and complex roles 
that samnyasFs have played—and continue to play—in Indian religious history.
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TRANSLITERATION

Transliteration of Hindi terms generally follows Parikh (1996); for Sanskrit, Monier Williams (1994 [1899]), 
with the exceptions: V instread of ‘rf; ‘s’ instead of ‘sh\ Personal, place names and other terms that 
occur in both Hindi and Sanskrit registers are not always transliterated consistently. For example, places 
such Allahabad occur in the Hindi register as ‘Prayag’, and in Sanskrit as ‘Prayaga’; 'renunciate' is 
usually transliterated as samnyasf, as accords with the Hindi register and the Sanskrit nominative 
singular, in distinction from the common rendering of the Sanskrit, as samnyasin Names of Indian 
states (for example, Maharashtra) and well-known cities (for example, Delhi) have been transliterated 
according to modern English conventions, while smaller places have generally been transliterated 
according to Hindi conventions.

A slightly unusual convention has been utilised in the text of this thesis, of adding a hyphen 
before the ‘s’ of plural Hindi and Sankrit terms. Although this occasionally results in the ’s' becoming 
detached from the term, owing to automatic formatting by the computer, an advantage gained is the 
clearer legibility of diacritical marks.
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1
INTRODUCTION

0.1 Introduction to the DasanamT-SamnyasTs

This thesis presents an account of the history and practices of DasanamTs,1 or DasanamT- 

SamnyasTs, one of the largest of the orthodox2 sects3 of South Asian sad/ju-s. S adftd  

refers to someone who has, at least formally if not in practice, renounced family life and 

conventional means for making a livelihood, Under a guru, assisted by several Brahman 

pand/t-§, the candidate passes through the samnyasa ritual, the abandoning of ‘worldly’ 

life, an important constituent of which is the performance of the initiate’s own funeral 

rites. This relieves the renunciate’s family of any future responsibility in that regard. 

Samnyasa entails not only the formal renunciation of worldly life, but simultaneously 

initiates the renunciate into the lineage of the sect to which the initiating guru belongs. 

During initiation into the DasanamTs (meaning 'ten names’), a da/va sect,5 the neophyte 

is given a new c/Tksa (‘initiation’) name, the ‘surname’ being bestowed by an initiating 

guru with that particular DasanamT surname.6 The ten names are:

Giri ('hill’), PurT (‘town’), BharatT (‘learning’), Vana (or Ban) (‘forest’), Parvata (‘mountain’), 

Aranya (‘forest/widerness’), Sagara (‘ocean’), TTrtha (‘pilgrimage-place’), Asrama 

(‘hermitage’), and SarasvatT (‘knowledge’).7

The samnyas/ acquires a new religious identity and is initiated into a parallel social
1 The Da§anamTs also refer to themselves as ‘DasnamT, in conformity with the Hindi (as opposed to 
Sanskrit) rendering of the term.
2 In this context and throughout the thesis, the term ‘orthodox’ is used to refer to the principles, beliefs, 
doctrines, categories and behaviour which the Brahmanical tradition itself defines as orthodox, whether 
or not the objects of reference define themselves as orthodox or otherwise. This is simply to conform to 
a norm established by the continued textual and religious authority of the Brahmanical tradition within 
Hinduism.
3Theterm ‘sect’ is commonly used to refer to various Indian orders. In the Indian context ‘sect’ does not 
necessarily have the late-mediaeval Christian connotation of heretical opposition to orthodoxy, but 
simply that of a group of people with common religious beliefs, rituals and practices, even though some 
Indian sects (such as Jaina, Buddhist and Carvaka) did explicitly challenge Vedic authority.
4 Derived from the Sanskrit root sadh, meaning ‘accomplish’, sadhu also means ‘good’ or ‘virtuous’ in 
both Sanskrit and Hindi.
a Most da/va sects, including the DasanamTs, perform the samnyasa rite for initiates, while in most 
va/snava renunciate sects, instead, a relationship is forged between the initiate and the redeeming 
deity.
6 The intiates of the Agni akhada are an exception: they who do not take one of the ten names, but 
one of the four brahmacan names (see Ch. 2.1).
‘ The most common of the names are Giri, PurT, BharatT and SarasvatT. The meaning of BharatT and 
SaravatT, given as ‘learning’ and ’knowledge’ respectively, is but the symbolic meaning attributed to 
those names by DasanamTs.
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world, with its own heirarchies and implicit codes of behaviour. In the case of a large 

renunciate sect, such as the DasanamTs, the renunciate also has potential access to an 

extensive network of matha-s (‘monasteries’) and adrama-s throughout India, which may 

provide food and shelter.

According to tradition, besides his literary activity and his tour of India—his 

dfgvjjaya—wX\&x\ he defeated a variety of opponents with divergent religious and 

philosophical points of view, it was the great advafta philosopher Sahkaracarya8 who 

founded or organised the DasanamT-SamnyasTs and established four matha-s (known as 

p/Jfta-s) under the authority of his four main disciples, in the west, east, north and south of 

India at, repectively: Dvaraka, in Gujarat; Jagannath PurT, in Orissa; Jyosimath, near 

Badarinath in Uttar Pradesh; and either SrhgerT, in Karnataka, or KahcTpuram, in Tamil 

Nadu.9 The seats [gadcfFs) of these prtha-s are occupied by pontiffs known as 

Sankaracaryas who all trace their lineage back to Adi-Sahkara, via his disciples. If 

Sankara did indeed organise the DasanamTs, it would have been the first Brahmanical 

order of ascetics. Although several scholars have commented that there is little evidence 

to support these claims of tradition,10 no one has yet proposed any alternative 

explanation for the origin of the order.

The aim of this thesis is, firstly, to provide the most comprehensive account of the 

current structure and organisation of the DasanamT order; this is undertaken in Chapters 

1 to 3. Secondly, having presented an overview of the various branches of the sect, the 

origins of the DasanamTs are investigated in Chapters 4 to 7 from a variety of historical 

perspectives. It should not be expected that the results of the research undertaken 

enable the provision of a complete or exact solution to the question when the DasanamTs 

came into existence as a distinct, recognisable sect. However, the standard claims of 

tradition will be critically examined, and various religious and political developments will 

be explored, in order to indicate particular factors that may have led to the formation of 

the DasanamT order, most probably in the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century.11

8 Most scholars date Sankara to between 788 and 820 CE, but there Is still some controversy 
concerning his dates and what he may or may not have written (see Ch. 4.1). This Sankara is also 
referred to as ‘Adi’ (‘original’) Sankara, to distinguish him from subsequent Sankaracaryas.
0 The issue of the maffta-s supposedly founded by Sankara is considered in Ch. 4.4.
10Potter (1981:14) comments that no other Indian philosopher has been celebrated in so many legends, 
and that it is difficult to differentiate traditional stories from fact.
11 Unless otherwise stated, all dates in this thesis are CE.
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0.2 Locating the samnyas/ ’

Before embarking on the presentation of the organisation and structure of the 

DasanamTs as a renunciate sect, a preliminary concern is to tackle the prevalent notion 

of a renunciate as a lone, wandering individual, it is apparent that the self-projection by 

the Brahmanical tradition, of the image of the individualised, male samnyas/; has been 

remarkably influential on a general understanding of the dynamics of Hinduism. It will be 

suggested in this section that this projection has contributed to several popular 

misconceptions concerning the life of samnyasFs.12 This image, while bearing a partial 

reflection of social reality, nevertheless detracts from the significance of samnyasa being 

conferred on a candidate by a guru within a lineage that generally operates within the 

framework of a sect— however loosely knit—with its own identificatory markers.

Another related issue, also considered in this section, is the lifestyle of the 

samnyasF According to the ideal, as presented in texts, renunciates maintain celibacy 

and undertake austerities of some kind or other to purify the mind and body, in order to 

‘realise God’ or obtain liberation (mo/rsd), an objective considered to be difficult in 

worldly life. There is, however, a complex of sociological and economic factors implicit in 

reasons for initiation, and in the lifestyle of the samnyasF, who generally engages not 

only with members of his or her own sect, but with the wider world. It is to a consideration 

of the ‘lone ascetic’ and his or her lifestyle that we first turn. This discussion is followed 

by a survey DasanamT-SamnyasTs who are settled as a caste in various regions of India.

From the early centuries BCE, the Brahmanical textual tradition provides us with 

an image of the Brahmanical ascetic. In works on DFiarmasastra, the Samnyasa 

Upan/sad-s and mediaeval texts on renunciation,13 we typically find a lone Brahmanical 

ascetic wandering from one Brahman household to another, typically collecting food 

from the womenfolk14 in his hands or other designated receptacles, when the pestles are

12 SamnyasF\s often translated as ‘monk’, and matha as ‘monastery’. These terms derive from the Greek 
monos (‘alone’) and monazefn (‘to live alone’), thus reinforcing a notion of 'aloneness' (see Meister 
1990), which, it will be argued, is not entirely appropriate in a South Asian (or even Christian) context.
13 SeeCh, 3 for further details.
14 See Findly (2002).
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silent and the cooking tires are but embers,15 Open a typical tract or book on Vedanta 

recently published in India, and there is considerable likelihood of seeing a picture of 

one of the Sankaracaryas, portrayed as a living representative of the ancient 

Brahmanical practice of renunciation, samnyasa,.16 The Sankaracaryas consciously 

identify themselves with ancient Vedic tradition and the four-fold varna and asram d7 

systems,18 As is well known, samnyasa is the fourth asrama; ideally only suitable for 

‘retired-from-Vedic-ritual’ older men who have produced at least one son. The previous 

Sahkaracarya of KahcT, for example, commenting on samnyasa (Candrasekharedra 

SarasvatT 1995:539), comments that only a few (including, by implication, himself) "have 

the wisdom...necessary to skip two a&ama-s” (that of the householder, grhastha, and 

forest recluse, vanaprasth^). The Sankaracaryas project themselves in the image of 

\ou\XY\-asrama sam nyasfs—austere, detached and committed to liberation—yet are the 

nominal heads of a large £a/va sect that has had an intricate relationship with the 

economy and power politics of India for many centuries, instances of which are explored 

in the latter part of this thesis.

The samnyasF conceived in the stereotypical image of the lone Brahmanical

renouncer is often supposed, in various ways, to represent an ancient ‘individualistic’

1:1 Probably the earliest available evidence to be found in the Brahmanical tradition for codes of conduct 
for ascetics is in the Astadhyayf, the grammatical treatise of Panini, usually assigned to the fourth 
century BCE. Panini (IV.3.110-111) refers to the bh/ksusutras (codes of conduct for mendicants) 
proclaimed by ParaSarya and Karmandin (see Panini 1987). The earliest clear formulation of a 
Brahmanical renunciate’s lifestyle is in the Dharmasutra-s of Apastamba (11.21.7-17), Gautama 
(3.11-25), Baudhayana (11.17-18), and Vasistha (10.1-29), texts dated from around the fhird to the 
second centuries BCE (see Olivelle 1977:21; 1999:xxvii-xxxiv). For details of renunciation procedures 
in these texts, see Chapter 3.1. For a summary of the lifestyle and rules for the ‘ideal’ Brahmanical 
renunciate, see Shiraishi (1996:27-135), and Appendix 8.
16 The Sanskrit term samnyasa originated as a specific reference to the 'throwing down’ or abandoning 
of the ritual implements used by Brahmans for their daily Vedic ritual, the adoption of an ascetic way of 
life, and the renunciation of social obligations or ritual duties in pursuit of ‘Knowledge’. The term 
samnyasa (renunciation) occurs rarely in the Ydda-s and Brafimana-s, and only appears once in the 
classical Upan/sads, in the Mundaka Upan/sad{III.2.6: liberation through “samnyasa-yoga,r), one of the 
later classical Ifian/sads, composed in the last few centuries BCE (Olivelle 1984:127; 1996:xxxvii). 
n/The adrama system became fully formulated within the Brahmanical tradition by around the beginning 
of the Common Era, only incorporating samnyasa as the ‘ideal’ fourth adrama in the final phase of its 
development (Olivelle 1978:28; 1993:103). Both Manu (VI.33-36) and earlier dbarmadastra
commentary—for example, Baudhayana (11.11.16-27)—emphasise the importance of producing 
children before renouncing. The stage of forest dweller (aranyaka or vanaprastbd)—also, like 
samnyas/n, a relatively late development—was incorporated into the scheme as an adramâ  but seems 
in practice to have had relatively little import in the general organisation of the ideal stages to be 
passed through. It seems to have become obsolete in the first few centuries of the Common Era, its 
memory only preserved in legend, poetry, drama, and works on dharma which still discussed it up to 
mediaeval times, A modification of the system, as seen in the Ya/fiava/kya Dbarmadastra (III.56), 
permitted a man to renounce without passing through the third adrama (Olivelle 1993:174). For 
references in Manu, see Doniger and Smith (1991); for Ya/fiava/kya Dbarmadastra, see Ya/fiava/kya 
Smrt/{ 1913) and Dutta (Vol. 1, 1987).
18 See, for example, CandraSekharendra SarasvatT (1976; 1995).
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ascetic tradition receding into India’s remote past. References to what appear to be 

ascetics (though this is disputed)19 with varied nomenclature in ancient Brahmanical 

texts, if accepted uncritically, might also lend support to the notion of an individual 

ascetic. In the Veda-s, for example, there are references to m um s20 and y& t/s,2' who 

seem to exhibit classical features of asceticism and aspects of shamanism.22 The terms 

m unf and ye t/a re  still used in the Brahmanical tradition to refer to ascetics.23 In the 

second century BCE, Patafijali (the grammarian) refers24 to the y a ti(3.1.97.82), mund/n

19 There is still disagreement among scholars as to whether, before the so-called ‘axial age' in the sixth 
to fifth centuries BCE, asceticism existed in South Asia as a lifestyle, rather than as inherent periodic 
regimens of asceticism undertaken within the Brahmanical ritual world, such as undertaken by the 
ya/amana before the final bath (avabbrtbd). For the limited periods of Brahmanical asceticism, see 
Kaelber (1989:78); Lubin (2001). Amongst the most currently influential scholars of ancient Indian 
asceticism are Heesterman, Olivelle and Bronkhorst. Heesterman (see particularly 1985:34-43) 
famously argues that ‘orthogenetic’ developments in Vedic sacrificial ritual led to the individuation of the 
sacrificer, and then the ‘interiorisation of the ritual’ and the concomitant abandoning of Vedic rites in the 
person of the renouncer. In contrast, Olivelle’s thesis, developed in a number of publications (1980a; 
1980b; 1984; 1993), is that, essentially, asceticism, as a lifestyle within the orthodox Brahmanical world, 
began as a parallel development within Vedic world in the fifth to sixth centuries BCE. According to 
Olivelle, Brahmanical sceticism did not develop out of the Vedic ritual complex (as Heesterman 
maintains), but neither was asceticism a feature of what might be called an 'ancient shamanic culture’ 
that, according to some scholars, was evident in the Indus Valley culture of the third millennium BCE. 
Olivelle (1993:13; discussion at SOAS, 22.02.01) maintains that mut7/s, ya tis and vataradanas who 
appear in the Veda were not ascetics (as they appear to be), and that the meaning of the terms 
changed. Bronkhorst (1998) cogently argues for two distinct streams in ancient India, but does not 
speculate on ancient origins. For a comprehensive review of opinions on the origins of Indian 
asceticism, see Bronkhorst (1998:1-9).
“ The /w//?/'(‘silent one') is mentioned twice in the earlier portion (Books H—VII) of the Rg-veda. VII.51.8 
{muntrivd)\ VII1,17.14 {m unman sakha)\ and once in the Sama-veda (1.3.2.4.3). In the well-known ked/n 
(‘long-haired’) hymn of the Rg-veda (X. 136), “unmad/ta" (‘intoxicated/frenzied/ecstatic’) muni-s (v.3) are 
described. Eliade (1972:407-411) believes this passage indicates affinities, but not a strict identity, with 
classical shamanism. Werner (1989:35-45) maintains that the ked/n muni is “a spiritual personage of 
very high stature" who lives predominantly outside Brahmanical culture, practising meditation {mad) and 
what came to be later known as the yogic life of the renouncer.
31 RV (VIII.3.9; VIII.6.18; X.57.7); SV (11.3.1.22.3); AV (1.2.5.3; II,20.9.3). Doniger (1981:14) compares 
the yat/ with a shaman or magician. Mythologically, the yads are identified as an ancient race of 
ascetics who took part in the legendary creation of the world, and are connected with the Bhpgus, a 
group of ancient mythical beings who are sacrifices, renowned for the bringing of fire to men, and also 
associated with funeral ceremonies, the underworld and eschatology. Bhrgu became identified as one 
of the seven m/s, who are the archetypal seers and sages who transmitted the Veda and revealed the 
Puranas, and who are perhaps closer to shamans than any other figures in Indian literature, including 
ycg/n-s. The m/s are usually depicted similarly to the classical da/va ascetic, dressed in deer-skin or 
bark-cloth, their bodies smeared with ashes, their hair uncut, matted and tied in a knot. See Griffith, AV 
(1895—1896:270); Macdonell (1898:140); Bhattacharji (1970:1); Mani (1975:139-141); Goldman 
(1977:5); Mitchener (1982:187-188). For the inclusion of Bhrgu within the tradition of the seven /s/s, in, 
essentially, two lists, see Mitchener (1982:4,30,126).
22 For attempted definitions of shamanism, see also Basilov (1999:25-30); Blacker (1999:24-26).
23 Another class of ascetics referred to in the Brabmanas and Atharva-veda (XV) are the enigmatic 
vratyas, variously interpreted as a ycg/n-s, mystics, da/vas, nomads, cattle-raiders, non-a/ya (see 
Eliade 1969:103), Vedic sacrificers (Heesterman 1963), or a semi-military sodality with similarities to 
European death-cults (Bolide 1981).
24 Vyakarana-mababbasya {<&d. Kielhorn).
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(1.1.1.42, 'shaven-headed’) and dramand8 (2.4.12.2, p. 476), without distinguishing 

them. Another term for an ascetic that occurs in the Brahmana-% and Aranyaka-s is 

vataradana(‘living on wind’ or 'girdled with wind’),26 a person who is described as both 

urdhvam anth/rf and dramana. In the epics, residents of hermitages {adrama-s) are also 

sometimes identified as sramana-s,28 Manu, who wrote around the beginning of the 

Common Era, uses several terms for ascetics: ya t/29 man/™ bh/ksu (‘beggar’),31 tyaga 

(‘renunciate’) and par/vrajaka (‘wanderer/circulator’), terms that had been used for 

ascetics in the older Brahmanical texts. Manu also refers to the state of renunciation as 

par/vrajya/pravra/ya, samnyasa and tyaga, without distinguishing these as different kinds 

of asceticism or renunciation.32 It is somewhat difficult to determine the difference 

between these kinds of ascetics, but Manu’s concern is with samnyasa and how that 

relates to other phases of a man’s life: he—as a Brahman—is not concerned with the 

aims and activities of non-Brahmanical ascetics, as any other ethnic group were 

considered to be sudra-s,33 and hence ineligible to renounce.

Manu is the first Dbarmadastra author to use the term samnyas/n (Bronkhorst 

1998:24),34 by which he refers to the fourth-^/c?/77c? renunciate, who is characterised in 

the image of the ‘ideal’, lone, begging renouncer, as presented in the Dbarm asutras. It 

is this characterision of what 'the samnyas/~,3a represents that seems to have cast an

25 Th© term dramana (‘ascetic striver’) has the same root as ‘shaman’ (Blacker 1999:23-24), and by the 
time of A3oka (mid-third century BCE) is generally used to designate all non-Brahmanical ascetics, 
particularly Jainas and Buddhists (Olivelle 1993:11).
26 In the Taftt/nya-aranyaka (11.7) (of the Black Yajur-vedd) vataradana denotes a dramana wearing 
coloured clothes, who has control over the senses, leads a chaste life and practises austerities. The TA 
is also the first Brahmanical text to use the term dramana (Olivelle 1993:13).
27 The term urdbvamantb/n may refer to an erect penis (as a synonym for urdbva//ngd\ or to the control 
of sperm (Olivelle 1993:13).
28Ram, 1.1.46; 1.13.8; 111.69.19; lil.70,7. MBh, XII.150.18; XIII.135.104.
29 MS, 5.20, 11.218.
30 MS, 1.58-60, 1.110, 3.272, 3.257, 5.54, 6.5, 6.11, 6.25, 6.43, 7.29, 8.91, 8.407.
31 MS, 4.4-5, 10.116.
32 MS, 1.114, 2.97, 3.245, 4,17, 5.89, 5.108, 6.33-34, 6.38-39, 6,78. Concerning terminology, it seems 
that in Brahmanical sources the older terms for renunciates, such as parivraja and par/vra/aka 
(‘wanderer/circulator’) eventually became replaced with the cover-all term, samnyasa (Olivelle 1984:140).
33 “By failing to perform rituals or seek audiences with priests, the following castes of the ruling classes 
have gradually sunk in the world to the rank of servants: the ‘Sugarcane-boilers1, ‘Colas’, and 
‘Southerners’, ‘Kambojas’, ‘Greeks’, ‘Scythians’, ‘Quicksilvers’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Mountaineers’, ‘Precipice- 
dwellers’, and ‘Scabs’ ’’(MS, 10.43-44) (trans. Doniger).
34 See, for example, MS, 1.114, 5.108.
35 Similar conceptions of the ‘ideal’ Buddhist monk have also been challenged by Schopen (1997), who 
has published a series of influential articles on the differences between the textual representation of the 
activities of Buddhist monks, and their activities as revealed through inscriptions, the latter indicating the 
widespread involvement of monks in a variety of ‘worldly’ and ritual activities.
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interpretative shadow up to the present day.36 From the period preceding Manu until now, 

it seems that the status of many ascetics and 'renouncers* was and is far more 

phenomenologically and socially complex than the ideal conception might lead us to 

believe.37 For example, it is generally assumed that once someone has renounced, then 

the condition is permanent. However, in the Yama-samhita (Dutta1987, Vol.2:282) there 

is a penance prescribed for a Brahman mendicant who wishes to become a 

householder,38 indicating that, historically, sa/nnyasawas not necessarily permanent. We 

will also see (in Chapter 1) that—in a modern context, at least—the caste background of 

the renunciate loses little of its significance efiX&x samnyasa, and that specific sectarian 

identification is a crucial component of the sa/pnyasFs identity.

From the Brahmanical perspective, samnyasa\%  by definition, to enter a non-ritual 

state, and only possible for those twice-born (non-gf/dra-s) with the ritual implements, 

fires and formulae to renounce. However, those Brahmans or other twice-born wishing to 

renounce had already been initiated into the Brahmanical world through the 

upanayani9 ritual when they earned the right to participate in orthodox ritual life and

“ The theme of the ‘individual’ renouncer was famously articulated by Dumont (1960) in his seminal and 
influential article, Wor/d Renunciation in /nd/an Religions, (See also Dumont 1998:184-187, 273-282). 
For useful critiques of Dumont, see Kolenda (1975) and Quigley (1999:21-53), who both suggest that 
Dumont never fully faced the relationship between social interaction and ideology. The ‘ideal1 lone 
renouncer is also a common motif in many recent works on Hinduism. Basham (1967:159,175), Hopkins 
(1971:82-^83), Fuller (1992:17), Lipner (1994:298), Klostermaier (1994:50), and Brockington 
(1996:198), for example, assume that the renunciate is ‘beyond’ caste and ritual (as that is the 
presentation of the samnyasf supplied by Brahmanical texts). Although these scholars have a 
sophisticated understanding of the Hindu tradition, nevertheless ’the renouncer’ is generally presented 
divorced from the sect within which his or her life is embedded, with the concomitant social hierarchies, 
caste-restrictions and social obligations. It is also apparent that the image of the samnyasf in the 
western world was significantly influenced by Vivekananda’s presentation within the general framework 
of what is generally known as ’neo-Hinduism’. By the 1890s the notion of the samnyasf had gained 
unprecedented significance, as a quintessential bearer of India's spiritual culture (see Halbfass 
1988:217-246; Chowdhury-Sengupta 1996; Radice 1998). However, ironically, Vivekananda’s cabin- 
class journeys to Europe and the USA, and the establishing of foreign advaita m athas is almost the 
antithesis of the lifestyle of the traditional ancient Brahmanical ascetic. See Pagborn (1976:117) for the 
establishing of Advaita Ashrama mathas.
37 A similar idealisation by Dumont of the role of the Brahman and the king (juxtaposed with the 
satnnyasnn terms of power, purity and caste) has also been criticised on several fronts. On kings and 
Brahmans, see Derrett (1976); on the 'ideal Brahman’, see van der Veer (1997); Quigley (1999:54-86). 
Van der Veer (1998) observes that, far from aspiring to a ritually pure state as the ideal exemplar 
should, the Brahmans of Ayodhya maintain a complex set of relations, in terms of financial exchange, 
with the rest of the community and visiting pilgrims. He challenges (1998:xiv) a prevalent idea, 
articulated in various forms in Dumont (1960), Heesterman (1985), Parry (1985), and Fuller (1992), that 
“there is a contradiction in the Brahman’s priesthood, [that] the ’ideal Brahman' renounces the 
priesthood and the dependence on donations. I shall argue that instead of limiting our research to 
values we should look at behaviour.”
38 He should perform three prajapatya and three candrayana penances, becoming again purified with 
the jata-samskara and other samskaras, previously referred to in the text. See Appendix 8 for an 
explanation of the penances.
“ For details of upanayana, see Prasad (1997).
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received their sacred thread.40 An important issue is whether the other kinds of ascetics 

mentioned in the ancient texts referred to were—as a general rule— initiated into some 

kind of ascetic tradition.

Many commentators on life in ancient India distinguish between, essentially, two 

classes of ascetics, brahmana-s and dramana-s. They were clearly distinguished by 

early Jaina and Buddhist sources,41 and also by Megasthenes (4th century BCE), who 

provides some of the earliest recorded visitors’ impressions of India. Megasthenes made 

a distinction between two kinds of 'philosophers’: the brahmana-s, following the 

brahmana ritual life, and the sram anas,112 the ‘strivers’ for liberation.43 Both kinds of 

‘philosopher’ practised asceticism, the brahmana-s less extremely, but the dramana-s 

intensely, "undergoing active toil, and by the endurance of pain being able to remain 

motionless the whole day”.44 Patafijali (the grammarian) noted the extreme and innate 

hostility between the brahmana-s and dramana-s.45 The two kinds of ascetics were also 

distinguished in Asoka’s inscriptions46 (mid-third century BCE); by Strabo47 (19 CE); by 

Bardesmanes of Babylon48 (second century CE); by the Chinese Buddhist scholar, 

Hsuan Tsang49 (seventh century CE); and by Alberuni50 (eleventh century CE). According

40This is theoretically discarded during samnyasa  ̂ but see Ch.1.
41 See Bronkhorst (1998:78-88); Thapar (1996:56-93). Skurzak (1948; 1967:202-210) argues for three 
types of ascetic.
42See McCrindle (1877:97-103 [Fragment XLI; Strabo XV.1.58-60]).
43 Megasthenes also distinguishes between two kinds of dramana s. The Hylobioi lived as celibates in 
the forests, subsisting on leaves and wild fruits; they were the most respected and ‘advised’ kings. The 
other kind (next in honour) were the physicians who were ‘engaged in the study of man’. Besides these, 
there were the diviners and sorcerers who went around begging in towns and villages.
44Zysk's research (1998) reveals how Indian medical knowledge was also developed between 1,000 
and 200 BCE by wandering dramanas uninhibited by Brahmanical restrictions on contact with such 
things as 'impure' dead bodies.
451.2.4.2 (Kielhorn edn., p. 476, line 9). Here, Patafijali, citing one of Panini’s rules, provides the phrase 
dramana-trdhmana as an example of a compound in which the component words refer to objects that 
were opposed to each other.
46 Edicts of Adoka, Rock Edicts 3, 4, 8, 9, 11; Pillar Edict 7. The Edicts indicate a double class of 
religious people worthy of honour and donations (see Mookerji 1928).
47 Section 70: “The Pramnai (dramand) ridicule the Brachmanes who study physiology and astronomy as 
fools and imposters" (McCrindle 1979:76).
48 He divides Gymnosophists into two sects: Bragmanes and Samanaioi (Strabo XV. 1.58-60 [McCrindle 
1979:67-68 fn. 1; McCrindle 1877:97-103]).
49 See Beal (1884).
50 He refers to the antagonism between Brahmanas and Shamaniyya (Buddhists), even though they are 
akin (Sachav 1996, Vol. 1:21).



9
to Brahmanical norms women are not entitled to renounce61—having not passed through 

the samskara-s, they are technically equivalent to ducfra-s—yet there is ample evidence 

of the existence of female ascetics,52 whether or not they had 'renounced’.53 Panini,54 

Megasthenes55 and Strabo,66 who wrote in the period of the compilation of the 

DharmasiJtra'S, refer to both male and female dramana-s (ascetic ‘strivers’) 57 From 

references in the Mahabbarata and Kautilya’s Arthadastra (c. second century CE) it is 

also apparent that ascetics had a reputation for being useful to the state for a variety of

However, some Brahmanical commentary also provides evidence in support of the eligibility of women 
renouncers. In the JFvanmuktiviveka (a fourteenth/fifteenth century text attributed to Vidyaranya, but 
see Ch.6.4 of this dissertation), it is stated that women, either before marriage or after the death of their 
husbands, have the right to renounce, subsist on alms, study the Upan/sads, meditate on the Self, 
carry the tr/danda (a form of the mendicant’s staff), and exhibit all the marks of samnyasa. References 
from Vedas, Upan/sads and the Mahabharata are cited in support of this position (see Vidyaranya 
1996:6-8). In his Yat/dharmaprakada (61.39-44), VasudevaSrama (£1625-1800) cites VijflaneSvara 
(£.1100-1120), who cites Ya/ffavafkya Smrtf (which in turn cites a sutra attributed to Baudhayana, 
astrFnam ca/ka..") to the effect that, in some circumstances, a woman may renounce. VasudevaSrama 
states that the >■£?//'should not associate with women renouncers (samnyas/hF s), even though some 
(such as Baudhayana) declare renunciation also for women. The Arthadastra of Kautilya states that 
under some circumstances, such as in the case of a queen whose husband dies, women did in fact 
renounce. In the Brhadaranyaka Upan/sad (IV.5.3) there is also the well known case of MaitreyT, the 
wife of Yajnavalkya, who announces her intention to renounce. Women renouncers were, however, 
generally regarded with disapproval by Kautilya, Manu, Vasudeva§rama and other orthodox 
commentators (see Kane HDS Vol.2:948; Olivelle 1977:24, 34, 175; 1984:115). Although these days 
women do not become samnyas/hf-s in the SrT-Vaisnava order (see Appendix 4), there is evidence from 
the thirteenth century that they did so (Narayan 1993:282). For discussions of women and renunciation, 
see also Young (1987:68-70); Leslie (1989:318-321).
52 Women tapasv/nFs and dramanFs, such as Vedavati, Sabari and Svayamprabha, appear in the 
Ramayana (VII.17.2; III.74.7; IV.50.38) and also in the Mahabharata, where several devoted
themselves to life-long austerities and remained unmarried (see Bhagat 1976:206, 263). They wore 
deerskins, matted locks and bark garments, kept their ‘senses restrained’, and practised righteousness, 
“ Nothing, to my knowledge, is revealed anywhere in the Brahmanical tradition, about how women who 
were permitted to renounce did so. It would seem reasonable to surmise that they took samnyasa from 
a male preceptor, as is frequently the procedure these days (see Ch. 1.1).
54 Astadhayf\l 1.70; VI.2.26 (trans. Katre).
“ Strabo XV.1. 60, citing Megasthenes (McCrindle 1877:103).
“ Strabo (Sec.ll, 60, 70) refers to women who study philosophy with the ‘Sarmanes’ {dramana-s) and 
remain celibate; and also (Sec.ll, 66) to women philosophers whom live austerely among the 
‘Brachmanes’ (McCrindle 1979 [1901];67, 76; 72).
a/Women were admitted into the AjTvika order (Basham 1951:106) and early Buddhist order (Husken 
2000).
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nefarious activities, including spying and assassination.60

Although there are abundant references to ascetics in South Asia—dating from 

the first millennium BCE until the present day— ‘the ascetic’ is generally presented in 

works on the Hindu tradition as someone divorced from any historical or social context, 

as an unchanging ‘ahistoricaF archetype. An aim of this thesis is to examine the roles 

that samnyasFs have played in various contexts, and to illustrate some of the social, 

economic and political circumstances that have impelled their activities and 

organisation, a survey of which illustrates to some extent the historical development of 

samnyasr institutions. A related point, which also needs stating, is that ascetics, as a 

general rule in South Asia, are initiates into a sect. The archetype of the typical ascetic 

usually presented within the Hindu religious tradition is a sa/va,59 usually covered with 

ashes, and renowned for the practice of austerities and the acquisition of extraordinary 

powers. Sa/va ascetics are attested in Brahmanical literature from the second century 

BCE,60 around the same time as the production of the first Brahmanical texts that deal 

with renunciation. It is apparent that ascetic ‘renunciates’ were not only ageing Brahman 

ex-ritualists. I would argue that although there are examples of individual lone 

renouncers, as a general rule, like initiated Jainas, Buddhists, AjTvikas and Carvakas, 

nearly all of the various kinds of non-Brahmanical ascetics mentioned in ancient 

Brahmanical texts would probably have been initiated in some fashion into an ascetic

88 In Kautilya’s Arthadastra, on© of the recommended articles of state policy is to attempt to control all 
aspects of society, including ascetics. Olivelle (1987:42-59) notes that the Arthadastra (2.1.30-31) and 
Mahabharata (12.63.11-15) both state that government permission is required for entry into the ascetic 
life (only for va/dya-s and dudras in the MBh). It is apparent from these texts that their authors 
considered wandering ascetics (particularly ‘fallen’ renouncers) to be the ideal spies: they should exhibit 
austerity (but may secretly eat), and events should, if possible, be arranged to make it seem that their 
predictions have come true, thus enhancing their status as visionaries and magicians. Ascetic spies 
(including women) were to be used by kings to infiltrate monasteries, provide a secret service, initiate 
conspiracies, and carry out assassinations. Ascetics are one of five kinds of people mention by Manu 
(7.154) to be used as spies. The dangers of ascetic spies, who are regarded with suspicion, are also 
evident in the Arthadastra, They are to be removed from the road the king is travelling along (1.21.26); 
they should only be granted an audience in the company of trusted armed guards (1.21.24); the queen 
was forbidden contact with ascetics, who were also notorious as go-betweens for lovers (1.20.18). 
Ascetics were to be arrested at state borders should they not be wearing or carrying the proper 
emblems of a renouncer (2.28.20); a close watch is maintained over their movements, and any kind of 
suspicious behaviour could lead to arrest (2.36.13-14); they are subject to a night-curfew (2.36.39). 
See Olivelle (1987); Paranjpe (1991).
“ The evolution of sectarian Saivism is discussed in Ch. 6.
60 The first textual references to Saivism are found in Patafijali’s Mahabhasya on Panini's grammar, 
probably written in the second century BCE (Dyczkowski 1989:4). Patafijali (5.2.76, Kielhorn edition, 
1906, Vol. 2:387) refers to S/vabhagat-s, whom he describes as itinerant ascetics wearing animal skins 
and carrying an iron lance,
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tradition by a preceptor within a lineage.61 This is true today and it seems improbable that 

it was otherwise in the ancient world, though this would be difficult to substantiate. The 

significance of initiation is the acquisition of a new religious identity (and usually 

sectarian markers), bestowed by the initating guru. The social, political and economic 

significance of initiation into a sect is simply dependent on the socio-political status of the 

sect at the time of initiation. However, whether as an individual or as a member of a sect, 

the role of the sam nyasrwithin the religious and social history of India is far more 

complex and often more influential than the image of the archetype might lead us to 

believe.

Both within and between the various renunciate sects, a wide spectrum of 

behaviour, practice and lifestyle is apparent amongst renunciates. While most members 

of sects of sadhus are avowedly celibate, other sects, such as the Dadu, Gaudiya, 

RamanandT and Vallabhacaff panth-s (‘paths/sects’) also have married initiates. Within 

the DasanamT order, lifestyles range from that of the poor sadhu undertaking 

austerities,62 to the privileges enjoyed by some of the Mahamandalesvaras and 

Sankaracaryas (/agad-gurus, ‘world-gurus’), who (on occasions) display royal insignia.63 

A typical DasanamT mahant, an owner or proprietor of an adrama or matha, frequently 

has a demanding and complex occupation, managing the income, taxes, finances, 

repairs, food supplies, puja, festivals and labour disputes of a large landed property. 

Successful Matha-s are run as businesses, expanding to establish branch matha-s, and 

successful operations are sometimes the object of intense jealousy from other local 

landlords.64 In general, even poor sadhu-s much closer ties with the world than the ideal

61 Thapar (1996:56-93) has commented that there are essentially two types of renouncer: one is the 
relative rare ‘ideal’ lone ascetic; the other is an initiated member of a group. She argues that organised 
groups of renouncers (of the post-Vedic period) were not seeking to negate or alter society, but rather 
to establish a parallel society, as members of an order constituting an alternative lifestyle; a kind of 
counter-culture, often using social heresy to organise a religious identity.
62 Depending on predilection and social factors, samnydsFs may be more or less involved in the 
institutional life of ma/has or adrama s. Some sacfhas are referred to as v/rakt (meaning ‘detached’ or 
‘indifferent’): they shun adramas and other such institutions, believing them to be contrary to the aims 
of samnyasa. ( V/raktais also a generic name in south India for renunciates who belong to the VTra^aiva 
sect.)
63 Such as at the great festivals of Navaratff and Sff Saradamba Maharathotsava (but not at 
SankarajayantT): see Sawai (1992:170).
64 See Morinis (1984:89-96) for an account of the affairs of the mahanfs of the TarakeSvar temple in 
Bengal. He notes (p. 91) some cases of ‘‘extreme forms" of deviation from the ideal role of the 
samnyasr, including a couple of murder cases connected with mahant-d mistresses.
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might lead one to suppose.65

Since the seventeenth century, another term that has been used to refer to 

DasanamT samnyasfs is gosa/n66 DasanamT gosa/n-s (non-monastic ascetics) are often 

but not always married, and many lead the lives of householders {gba/barFs), pursuing a 

variety of business, priestly and working activities. In the DasanamT context, the term 

gosa/n usually refers to samnyas/-s who have become semi-secularised and who have 

married, but who have retained a nominal allegiance to their hereditary order. In the final 

sections of this dissertation, the activities of samnyas/ naga gosa/n-s in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries will be discussed. Many thousands of militant naga samnyasfs 

(also known as gosa/n-s) were involved as mercenaries in numerous political conflicts in 

north India during this period, becoming wealthy as bankers and traders, and acquiring 

substantial property. The demise of their military activities around the end of the 

eighteenth century resulted in the settling of gosa/n-s, mostly in the Gangetic delta and 

several places in the Himalayas. Some DasanamT gosa/n-s migrated and settled in south 

India.

Ethnographic accounts dating from before Indian Independence typically treat 

DasanamT {orsam nyasf) gosa/n-s as a caste or an order engaged in a wide variety of 

activities, not only as mendicants (sadbb), but also as priests, bankers, farmers, traders 

and mecenaries, thus illustrating the complex relationship that sam nyasfs have had with 

their social environment. Historically, it seems more accurate to consider the DasanamTs

65 Formally, samnyas/"-s renounce their families and the rituals connected to family life, ‘home’ and 
conventional means of livelihood. However, Tripathi’s statistical surveys (1978:98-109) reveal that 76% 
of sadhu-s provide financial help of some kind to their families, and that only 20% earned their money 
mainly through begging, other sources of financial income being mainly from private offerings (26.6%), 
social services (19%), attention-catching devices (6.8%), landed property (4.8%), employment in 
adramas (1.6%), dubious devices (1.0%), and miscellaneous sources (26.2%).
66 Gosa/n (or gdssa/n/gosaf/i/gdsayFgosaeo//) is also the name for heads of monasteries of the va/snava 
BairagT/VairagT/Ramanandf order, and of the followers of Vallabhacarya (1479-1531). One of the 
earliest recorded uses of the term is in the memoirs of Emperor Jahangir (r. 1605-1628), where it is 
used to describe an ascetic with whom he had religious conversations (Clarke 1998:52). The term most 
probably derives from the Sanskrit gosvam/h, perhaps meaning ‘the master or possessor of a cow or 
cows’. Sadananda Girl (1976:57-59) suggests that gosa/n may derive from go ('sense-organ') and 
savam/n (‘master’). The first six disciples of the va/snava Bengali mystic, Caitanya (1485-1534) are 
referred to as the six gosvam/h-s—of Vmdavan—(see De 1986:111-165; Dimock 1963:110-113), later 
followers being referred to as gosayl (Followers of Caitanya constitute the Gaud/ya pa nth.) Certainly by 
the nineteenth century, the term gosa/hwas used locally and by British commentators to refer to both 
da/va and va/snava mendicants, fak/f-s and yogis (Pinch 1996:43-44). Gosa/n-s are also referred to as 
^///■(‘beyond’),
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as a caste or a sect with many facets, rather than as lone individuals.67 Writing on the 

castes of Mysore, Ananthakrishna Iyer (1930:256-258) remarks that one of the chief 

peculiarities of the Gosayis is that they constitute not only a religious order, but also a 

caste. Besides the caste’s natural increase from within, Brahmans, ksatnya-s and women 

are also recruited (via initiation) to the order, which then excludes them—via rules of 

commensality—from their previous caste.68 Concerning the SamnyasTs of the Panjab and 

North-West, Crooke (1896 Vol.2:274) remarks that “the members of the sect are 

supposed to be strict celibates, but of late not a few of them have taken to marriage, and 

still continue to beg though married”.69 Initiation into the DasanamTs, whether the initiate 

subsequently becomes a gha/bharF, a celibate living in a matha, or wandering sadhu, 

requires the performance of the v/raja-homa, the samnyasa rite (see Ch. 3.3), which is 

theoretically irrevocable, yet there are counter-examples.70

Samanta (1997:115) lists the thirty major castes of Ujjain, which include Gosains. 

Maclagan (1911:304—305) provides an account of the GosaTns of the Punjab and North-

67 Partly in response to Dumont’s notion of the ‘lone-renunciate’, Burghart (1978; 1983a; 1983b; 1996) 
developed a thesis of two parallel hierarchies operating within India: one essentially religious and one 
essentially political. Some of his central observations are that renouncers of various sects may be 
married or unmarried, of various and differing caste restrictions, and intrinsically involved ‘in the world’ in
various types of power, ritual and material exchanges. Regarding the DasanamTs, the main thrust of 
Burghart’s thesis seems apt. However, we will see (in Ch. 7) that the mercenary, military, trading and 
banking activities of the DasanamTs in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries transgress 
practically all boundaries between religion and state, and between religious and political heirarchies. 
The activities of the DasanamTs—and indeed several other sects of renunciates in India—exhibit a 
complexity and diversity that seems to defy classification in any anthropological structural model. 
“ Marriage between first cousins is prohibited, but widow marriage and divorce are possible, “Women are 
admitted into the order, when they have their heads shaved, assume the ochre coloured shirt and 
smear their bodies with ashes. These women are supposed to live in nunneries, leading a chaste and 
pious life. But many of them live with men of the order, and the sons born of such unions would be 
adopted as che/asox disciples of other Gosayis, who make them their heirs by reciprocal arrangement.,, 
During their visits to villages, they engage in intrigues, and ribald Gond songs sung at the Holi festival 
describe the pleasures of the village women at the arrival of a Gosayi owing to the sexual gratification 
they derive from him. Nevertheless they have done much to maintain the Hindu religion, and are the 
gurus or the spiritual preceptors of the middle and lower castes’’ (Ananthakrishna Iyer 1930:256-258).
69 ‘They are, as a rule, of a higher class than the Jogis, and their morality is of a higher order, but 
scandals about their enticing away the wives of rich Hindus are said to be not infrequent, though 
generally hushed up. The whole order is in theory devoted to contemplation and abstraction and 
abstracted from the cares of the world, and a large number of Sannyasis are actually religious 
mendicants without wives and without money, who wear ochre-coloured clothes and distribute quack 
medicines, who refuse to touch a coin or to take in alms more food than will suffice for the day; but 
there are also many who work in business and are men of great wealth’’ (Crooke 1896 Vol.2:274).
70 Reference was earlier made to the Yama-samhita in this regard. I have also met a number of 
householders who had previously been sa/pryasFs.
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West, who are divided into celibates71 and others who “form a separate caste, as well as 

an order, and are known as SanniasTs or DasnamTs, because they are divided into ten 

schools...and may be regarded as a semi-secularised offshoot of the SanniasT order”. 

Sherring (1879, Vol.2:339) describes the Down GosavTs, found in central India, who 

profess to be Hindu, dress in the ochre robe, have no permanent abode, bury their dead, 

and who are known to steal crops, thieve and commit highway robberies. They are non

vegetarian, with the exception of beef, and keep weapons ready for use at night. In the 

west Bengal area, the festival of Sivaratri is known in many places as ga/an or ghambfra. 

Amongst the votaries of this cult of Siva are bbakta-s known as sam nyasfs (Sarkar 

1972:73^87; Morinis 1984:98-102). These are villagers who, for the week-long duration 

of the festival—and for up to a month—take temporary vows ( vrat4  and are initiated 

(<cffksa) into the lineage (gotr$  of Siva as sam nyasfs. They follow preliminary dietary 

restrictions, are adorned with sectarian marks and shaved. A mu/a-samnyasf, who is the 

chief votary, is also required during celebrations. Those castes participating are often 

known in west Bengal as sam nyasfs, though there are no restrictions regarding caste or 

gender on those taking part, who may be householders with families, and even Muslims 

in recent times.

Maclagan (1911:304—305) describes the sam nyasf gosa/n-s who settled at 

Kangra and Shimia in Himachal Pradesh (in the foothills of the Himalayas). In some 

places they became cultivators,72 gradually accumulating much wealth from both trade

n The celibates are described as being of one of three kinds: first, the mathdhan (‘head of a 
monastery1), whose dwelling (ma//?4 is in the village, and who may engage in all worldly pursuits but not 
marry; second, the asandharf (‘someone who has a place’), whose house is on the outskirts of the 
village; third, the avdhut (‘someone who wanders about begging’), who does not beg for more than 
seven hours in one place. Maclagan also claims that the fraternities who live in the mathas keep 
women.
72Sadananda Giri (1976:57-69) comments that, besides celibate gosa/n-s, there are a large number of 
gha/han(le. married) gosa/n-s—who are also religious teachers—in the Gadhval and Kullu areas of the 
Himalayas where, generally, they either own temples or work in the fields as manual labourers, They are 
also to be found in Gujarat, where many own their own mathas, and also in Maharashtra, where they 
are very rich and own large properties. Such married Gosains dress in white, maintaining only the turban 
in the traditional ochre colour. Their sons and daughters are married within their own society. Married 
gosa/n-s are generally regarded as ‘outcaste1 by celibate Da^anamT-s, who do not dine with them. 
DasanamT matha-s and akhada-s usually have rules expressly forbidding the association of celibate 
samnyasfs with women.
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and usury.73 Maclagan notes that, in theory, the Gosains were celibate and recruited to 

the order by adopting che/as from pure castes who may have been willing to dedicate 

their sons to them. However, in practice marriage was usual, married Gosains being 

known as gharbharr, and sons succeeded to the order by becoming ce/a-s. At Sirsa, 

there is a separate caste of gosa/n-s, founded by Shimbu Acharj, most of whom are 

either 'Giri’s or ‘Puri’s.74 Marriage in these Himalayan sub-orders is still usually 

endogamous.75 Steele, whose information was obtained in Nasik, Maharashtra, also 

maintains (1868:444) that a gha/bbarfgosa/n of the “ten sects” may only marry a female 

‘Gosawnee’ if he wishes to remain a gosa/nJQ Exogamous marriage results in 

exclusion.77 While there are exceptions, most gosa/n communities enjoy a relatively high 

caste-status, and are frequently amongst the largest land owners wherever they live.78

DasanamTs, some of whom are married, also serve as priests at many temples 

throughout India. Samanta (1997:30-31), for example, notes that the most venerated

73 “The hill people, including their Rajas and Ranas, were in their debt and they controlled all the trade 
between the hills and the plains. In their practice of usury they were rapacious to an incredible 
degree..,To the power of capital they added the influence of their own sanctity and though the Gurkha 
invasions broke up their dominion they continued to exhaust the resources of the people in the Outer 
Saraj tract of Kullu till quite recently, On the other hand the Gosains of Kangra, who are principally 
found in Nadaun and Jvalamukhi, were an enterprising and sagacious community engaged in 
wholesale trade. They monopolised the trade in opium and speculated in charas, wool and cloth. Their 
transactions extended to the Deccan and indeed all over India...they are now impoverished" (Maclagan 
1911:304-305).
74 The gurus of these lineages were, at that time (1904), presiding over matha-s in, respectively, Balak 
and Kharak, both in Hissar district.
'°The grhastha gosa/n-s of Himachal Pradesh, who are believed to have migrated from Rajastan, marry 
within the same order but outside their own gotra (‘lineage’) (for example, a Giri may not marry a PurT). 
Divorce is granted on grounds of adultery, chronic mental sickness, impotency and cruelty, and a male 
or female divorcee may remarry (Sarkar 1986:245).
76 If a woman born to a gosa/n fails to marry by the age of seventeen she is obliged to pass her life in 
celibacy and may not become a disciple. However, once past the age of discretion, she may 
choose—and is apparently not coerced—to become initiated, which prohibits her from marriage, The 
natural son of a gosa/n, born to a woman even of dudra caste, has equal rights to those of an official 
ce/a, after he has been initiated in the usual way. The initiation cannot, however, be performed by the 
father; the uncle or next nearest relative should officiate.
" Divorce is said to be permissible only as a consequence of impotency, formalised by a divorce 
document (chorc/tthr). Interestingly, a childless wife—who is not a widow—of an absent husband may 
enter into what is known as a ‘left-handed/perverse’ {yam) relationship with another man. However, she 
is obliged to go back to her husband, should he so desire on return. If the returned husband decides to 
stay with his wife, he should reimburse the lover for expenses, though is not obliged to support any 
illegitemate offspring. Otherwise, the husband may relinquish his wife to the lover, annull the marriage, 
and receive payment from him. Adultery committed with any woman outside the order results in 
expulsion. Warden (1847:75) maintains that (female) ‘Gosawunees’ must marry before the age of 
fifteen; otherwise, without a satisfactory explanation, they are obliged to pass their lives in celibacy. 
Only in the Deccan are married gosa/n-s accepted by other DasanamTs. Sudra-s are also said to be 
recruited in the south.
78 See, for example, Mayer (1960:80), In one (fictitiously identified) village in Madhya Pradesh, out of
twenty-five castes, the gosa/n-s are second only to Rajputs In terms of land ownership. Bhattacharya 
(1973:307) also comments on the grhastha gosa/n-s as a very repectable caste.
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devf temple of Ujjain is that of Harsiddhi mata, one of the fifty-two Saktfpftha-s. The 

priests of the temple are grhastha DasanamTs who have served the temple for many 

generations. At Janakpur in Nepal, near the border of India, a succession of ‘Giri’ 

mahant-s of the DasanamTs has long managed the Rama temple, said to have been 

founded by Caturbhuj Giri (Jha 1978:116-121). However, in general, gosa/n-s do not 

perform any priestly functions, most probably as many do not have a Brahman 

background. In gosa/n households, the functions of the puroh/t are generally performed 

by Brahmans who are not of their order. Also, in distinction from sam nyasfs, many 

grhastha sam nyasfs (gosa/n-s) wear the sacred thread.

In some areas of Nepal there are many householder sam nyasfs, who are 

recognised in official surveys as being a caste. (In Nepal the term sam nyasf is usually 

understood to refer to a caste, rather than a renunciate, the term y c g /generally being 

used to refer to a sadhu)79 A caste of Giris, living in central Nepal, around sixty miles east 

of Kathmandu, are the subject of studies by Bouillier (1976; 1979). According to local 

tradition, the ancestor of the caste was Narayana Giri, a samnyasf with a ksatr/ya 

background, who came from Banaras and arrived in the village of Kattike at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. He married and had children, and up to the mid- 

1970s there had been seven generations of sam nyasfs.80 In lifestyle and general 

culture, the Giris, according to their caste, are typical for the area (Bouillier 1979:32-58). 

However, they follow two distinctive samnyasf customs, concerning initiation81 and

70 Frank (1974:90) records that in the district of Nawakot, just north of Kathmandu, out of a population of 
146,940, comprising twenty-two ethnic groups, the second largest caste—after the Tamangs, 
constituting 41,4% of the population—are the samnyasfs. In the mountainous areas surveyed—which 
only include a few of the mountainous districts—Giris (one of the lineages of the DaSanamTs) numbered 
21,816 persons.
fl0 Kattike has a population of 2,895, of which there are 335 Giris in thirty-five houses. 90% of the Giris 
are descended from Narayana Giri, and the samnyasfs are a dominant caste in the village, in status 
slightly inferior to Upadhya Bahun (Brahmans) and Chetri (or Ksatri). Over 90% of Giri marriages are 
within the caste. 17.85% of the Giris are polygamous, all are farmers, and they are non-vegetarian, but 
with some restrictions.
81 Formal initiation into the caste of Giris is in two stages (see Bouillier (1979:96-101). The first is the 
upanayana {hratahandhd), which is performed by a Brahman puroh/t and follows the customary rites for 
twice-born boys. The second stage is the gurumukha, which is a rite distinctive to the Giris. The 
gurumukha rite may be before or after marriage, and is performed identically for both boys and girls, 
who bQQomssamnyasfs. In Kattike three people are considered ‘guru’ for the men, while there is one 
woman guru in Kattike for the women. Initiates receive the S/yagayatrf mantra, a trident {tr/du/), a staff 
{danddj, fire-tongs (c/mfa), a water-pot kamanc/af, a small drum (daman.), a seed (rudraksdi necklace, 
and DaSanamT samnyasf sectarian marks. Even though a ritual confirmation of the guru-disciple 
relationship is enacted, henceforth the guru plays no role in the life of the initiate. If a Giri has not 
received gurumukha before death, the mantra is whispered into the ear of deceased by the guru and a 
lock of hair is cut,
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funeral rites.82

Bouillier (1978) has also examined the Articles of the Nepalese penal codes 

(M u/uk/A/ft) concerning ascetics, those of 1853,03 1935 and 1963.84 The term ja t \s used 

in two senses in the codes, one being 'caste’ in general (including the particular caste a 

renunciate previously belonged to), and the other being the order (such as samnyasf) 

that the renunciate belongs to. Three categories of ascetics are considered in the code of 

1853: ramta, those always on pilgrimage, who are assumed to be Indian; m athdharfs, 

who own or reside in a monastery; and gba/barfs, married ascetics (for whom, in this 

code, there is less information). All three types of ascetic may initiate disciples, but only 

m athdhads and gharbarfs are subject to the punishments proscribed for transgressions 

under the code. Trangressing ramta-s, for nearly all types of offences, are shaved and 

expelled from the country. The two chief concerns of the legal code are (improper) 

initiation into the ascetic life (pbak/rs/ta mudfnya),05 and (improper) sexual relations. 

There is also a prohibition on renunciates performing the bratabandha\ox householders. 

Concerning sexual relations, the code makes no distinction between ascetic orders and 

other /a ts in the general hierarchy of castes, no reference being made to the ascetic 

tradition or the ideology of renunciation which prohibits sexual relations. The code is not 

concerned with infraction of celibacy rules, but with infraction of caste rules of

82 Technically, the renouncer is automatically liberated at death from the rounds of rebirth, and does not 
become a spirit or ghost (p/£ad), thus freeing his family from the need to feed it. However, the Giris of 
Kattike observe funeral rites which are similar to those of orthodox householders (Bouillier 1976); see 
also Parry (1982:84-85); Prasad (1995).
“ Although there were earlier legal codes—notably, those of Jayasthiti Malla (1350-1395) concerning 
laws applicable to sixty-four castes; and the edicts (incomplete) of Ram Sah of Gorkha 
(1606-1633)—the MufukiAin of Jang Bahadur Rana, promulgated in 1853, is the first code to legislate 
for the whole population of Nepal.
84 In the codes, ascetics are generally referred to either by the Persian term phakfr, or as bhes d/?an(a 
wearer of ascetic’s clothes), and specifically as samnyasf ba/ragf udasf jamgam  and sevada, terms 
which refer to, repectively, DasanamT, RamanandT, Udasin (Sikh), VTra^aiva and Jaina orders.
85 To summarise some of the relevant proscriptions and penalties: initiation into renunciation is forbidden 
to impure castes; if a girl or boy who is under twelve years old should be initiated, then the initiator 
{gha/banor mathdhan) is subject to three years in prison and the confiscation of property (or losing all 
rights at a math); initiation of a girl under sixteen (whether married or a widow) results in a one year 
prison sentence; no one may be initiated against their will, and an initiator will be punished for doing so; 
under specified circumstances, one forceably initiated may be readmitted to his or her caste, with 
appropriate rites.
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association.86 The revised penal code of 1935 contains many of the earlier provisions but 

also some changes.07 Only two categories of ascetic are mentioned, the ram taand the 

matftdhar/'\ the gha/fram s not mentioned.88 In the codes prior to 1963, renunciates were 

under the direct edicts of the king, who legislated against specific activities. However, 

that domain of influence only came to bear on the renunciate who had chosen to 

interefere in the 'ways of the world’—such as the performance of bratabandha 

ceremonies for householders—a domain he is supposed to have renounced upon 

initiation. The enacting of legislation by the king nevertheless indicates the extent to 

which some practices of renunciates had become prevalent.

This brief review indicates that DasanamT matha-s are not only the seats of 

celibate sam nyasfs,89 and that in South Asia, the distinction between the gosa/n-s as a 

‘caste’ and as a religious sect is often not as clear as might be imagined. A distinctive 

characteristic of a religious sect is obviously, but in a sense quite trivially, that the sect 

members are particularly ‘religious’, of whatever persuasion that may be. But a general

86 In the hierarchy of castes, at the top are (‘pure’) Upadhya Brahmans, under which, respectively, are 
Thakuri and Rajput, then Jaisi, Tagadhari (ksatri), and Indian Brahmans. In sixth place, regardless of 
renunciate order, are the aforementioned renunciate /at-s, ranking just under Jaisi. The bhes dhanaxe 
considered as quite high caste and treated as such according to the law. The code specifies that if a 
Dasnam (or another order of ascetics) has sexual relations with a woman of a caste higher than him, 
then, as a member of any other caste of similar rank, he is subject to punishment, the severity of which 
depends on the number of women violated, and the age of the girl. The most severe punishment, of 
ten years in prison, is for sexual relations with a girl under eleven years old. There are also provisions for 
the punishment of an ascetic who seduces a woman whom he has initiated (Bouillier 1978:141).
87 In general, the code of 1935 is more restrictive, in terms of caste and age, than the previous code 
concerning eligibility for renunciation; no one under eighteen years old may be initiated. In this code it is 
also stated (p. 146) that a husband of a woman initiated into renunciation by a bhes dharfsX\W has the 
right to sleep with her, so long as she has not committed adultery, for which appropriate punishments 
are specified. However, a man of a lower caste who seduces a woman renunciate is liable to 
punishment. A husband may kill a samnyas/ who seduces his wife, but not if the renunciate is a 
Brahman (Bouillier 1978:149).
88 The 1963 Mu/ukt A/n contains only one Article concerning ascetics, in contrast to the several 
contained in the two previous codes. Initiation is still limited to these over eighteen, but there is no 
mention of of sexual prohibitions (or discriminatory punishments related to the degree of caste-rule 
violation) nor of a restriction on initiating men and women from lower castes, discrimination concerning 
caste having been abolished not only for renunciates but for all sections of society. In the new code the 
justice system only intervenes concerning the initiation of those under age. Bouillier (1978:150) remarks 
that, “En effet, ce nouveau code, fortement inspire par les conceptions du droit occidentales, marque 
une nette rupture avec les codes ant6riurs; dor6navant I'accent est mis sur I’individu, en tant que 
citoyen n6palais, et sur l'6galit§ des droits de tous."
89 There have been several legal cases in the Bombay area (Kane Vol.2:952), wherein it was decreed 
that a samnyas/who inherits a matha, as a disciple of a deceased mahant, does not forfeit his rights to 
the trusteeship of the property—which is invariably attached to a temple— should he subsequently 
marry. Bouillier (1997) examines a dispute that first arose in 1923, concerning the rights and property of 
the Kwathando (BaneSvar Mahadev) matha, a DaSanamT samnyasf matha in Bhatgaon, near 
Kathmandu. The long-running dispute between the Kwathando matha and the state concerned rights 
to the property and the surrounding fields, but Bouilllier discerns that central to the claims of the various 
protagonists was the issue of whether entitlement to the matha and its benefits should pass to another 
samnyasf or to the son of the mahant.
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survey of various Indian castes would reveal that, like the DasanamTs, many castes trace 

their ancestry to semi-divine beings, contain sub-castes who often have a relationship 

with other sub-castes in terms of caste hierarchy and commensality, and who exhibit 

some features of hierarchical ordering not dissimilar to those of the DasanamTs,90 Also, 

while a general distinction may be made between married, semi-secularised gosa/n-s 

and celibate sam nyasfs, who do not usually inhabit the same social milieux, it is 

apparent from current and historical evidence that distinctions between ghatibhangosa/n 

and celibate sam nyasfs become frequently blurred when the various contexts of the 

DasanamTs are examined.

0.3 Sources for the thesis

Of necessity, a wide range of textual (including hagiographic), ethnographic and 

epigraphic sources are drawn upon throughout this dissertation. The work of many 

scholars and commentators is utilised in the fields of several of India’s religious 

traditions, and in particular periods of the history of South Asia. Many of the insights 

presented in this thesis are not novel; however, the drawing together of research from 

such a wide range of areas has enabled a tentative reconstruction of the historical 

formation of an identity for the DasanamTs. Nearly all the available ethnographic 

accounts of the DasanamTs have been consulted, including travel accounts from the 

Mughal period, British Government reports from the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, and contemporary sources. A number of Hindi publications are availed of, which 

provide details of the organisation, structure and mantras of the DasanamTs. Some of 

these publications usually only circulate amongst DasanamT initiates, and I am very 

grateful to the sac//7tfs who made these available.91 Research was further informed by

00 Gnanambal (1973:199), for example, observes how some of the castes of south Indian have 
substituted Sanskritic names for low-caste names, tracing their mythological origin to ancestors like 
Sagara, ValmTki and Jambava.
91 For nearly five years (from 1986 to 1990) I lived and travelled with Yamuna Giri, originally of German 
descent, She has lived in a cave with several Nath sadhu-s since 1991, and took her preliminary 
initiation into the Juna akhada \n 2002. When we met in March 2002, she generously supplied me with 
several Hindi pamphlets available to DaSanamT initiates. I would also like to thank the mahant of the 
MahanirvanT akhada in Khankal, who kindly allowed me to photocopy a book written by mahant Lai 
PurT, Dasanam Naga Samnyasf evam Srf PancayatfAkhada Mahanirvanf (see Bibliography),
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fieldwork conducted in 2001 and 2002.92

An ethnographic overview of the Dasanamls is presented in Chapters 1 and 2, 

considering the subdivisions, hierarchies, caste and functionary positions within the 

order. The DasanamT order has two main wings, one being what might be called the 

monastic tradition, represented by the dsnpFs, who are ‘staff-carrying’ samnydsFs, the 

preeminent representatives of this tradition being the reigning Sankaracaryas. The other 

main wing within the order is represented by paramaha/psa ascetics and militant naga- 

s93 (‘fighting ascetics’), the latter being organised in quasi-military divisions, known as 

akkada-s (‘wrestling ring’). While considerable use has been made of the work of other 

scholars’ work in the ethnographic domain, my fieldwork has yielded many details of the 

organisation of the Dasanamls, some of which were not previously apparent, particularly 

concerning the hierarchies and organisation of the akkada-s.

The rites of renunciation and initiation are analysed in Chapter 3. References are

made to the D fiarm asutras, the Samnyasa Upan/sads and several mediaeval texts on

renunciation. The details of contemporary initiation procedures were derived from a

video, filmed at the Haridvar Kumbha Mela in 1989 by Ram Purl,94 who patiently talked

me through a couple of hours of edited footage, explaining the details and significance of

procedures.95 What is not apparent from a reading of dkarmadastra texts—on which

commentators on the DasanamT tradition generally rely for their understanding of

samnyasa—is that initiation into the Dasanamls via an akkada XxanspuQs in two stages.

The first is the panc-guru-samskar, wherein the neophyte acquires five gurus. The

02 Thanks to generous grants from the Jordan Fund (SOAS) and the AHRB, I was able to attend the 
Kumbha Mela in 2001, and the Adha Kumbha Mela in 2002, both held at Allahabad (for details of the 
Kumbha Mela, see Appendix 3). These ma/a-s (‘festivals’) being the preeminent calendar event for the 
DaSanamTs, it was particularly convenient for conducting interviews (in Hindi and English) and lengthy 
inquiries into the hierarchies, lifestyles and organisation of the various branches of the DaSanamis. I 
was also able to inspect various Hindi publications found in libraries in Banaras, and others kindly 
provided by Dasanamls from ma/kas and akkada-s in Allahabad, Banaras and Haridvar. Before 
embarking on post-graduate studies, I also attended Kumbha Melas at Allahabad (1986), Haridvar 
(1989) and Ujjain (1992). Between 1982 and 1996 I also spent around seven years visiting Hindu holy 
places (a total of around 250 religious complexes) in nearly all states of India, on several occasions 
travelling with sadku-s of various orders on pilgrimage, particularly to holy places in the Himalayas, 
where more than 2,000 miles was covered on foot.
03From the Hindi nanga, meaning ‘naked'.
04 Originally of American descent, Ram Puri is a makant ('leading person’) in the DasanamT Juna 
akkada, one of the seven DasanamT akkada-s, from which he took samnyasa in 1971, to become the 
first foreigner to be initiated into the akkada. As a rule, initiation rites are performed privately, and I was 
informed that this was the first time that all the procedures of the samnyasa and naga rites had ever 
been filmed.
95 During many conversations over several weeks, in Allahabad, Delhi, the Himalayas and London, he 
was also most helpful in explaining many aspects of DaSanamT history and organisation, from the 
unique perspective of someone who is not only familiar with western academia and scholarship, but who 
has spent over thirty years in India as a DasanamT initiate.
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second stage of initiation is the performance of the samnyasa rite, usually performed at 

Kumbha Melas, which brings together the two wings of the DasanamT order, with their 

own lineages, which generally have little contact with each other. Both the monastic and 

militant wings supply preceptors for the performance of the samnyasa rite. A third 

initiation rite is performed for samnyasks who wish to become naga-s,

A series of short Sanskrit texts are the main source and focus of Chapter 4. 

Generally known as (Sn)  Mathamnaya-s,86 these texts were supposedly, but highly 

improbably, written by Sankaracarya. In the Mathamnaya-s, amongst other details, the 

ten DasanamT names are specified and attached to one of the four matha-s putatively put 

under the direct charge of Sankara’s four main disciples. It is apparent that the 

information in the Mafhamnaya-s provides the primary framework within which 

DasanamT identity is constituted, as no other textual or epigrahic source supplies the 

crucial details pertinent to the constitution and emic history of the order. The information 

in the Mathamnaya-^, representing the locus of popular understanding of DasanamT 

history, is consequently central to the transmission of DasanamT tradition, though it is 

argued that these texts are most probably not more than three or four hundred years old. 

The well-known claims of the tradition regarding the founding of four matha-s and the 

organisation of a sect of sam nyasfs are contrasted with historical evidence and some 

legal judgements, revealing numerous matha-s all over India which have at times 

claimed to be founded by Sankara, and casting doubt on the notion that Sankara 

founded any matha.

The main sources for Chapter 5 are the hagiographies of Sankara. Use has been

made of the work of Antarkar and Bader (see Bibliography), two scholars who have

worked extensively on these texts. Sankara’s own works are also examined, illustrating

that Sankara was almost certainly a va/snava, and not a £a/vay as projected in the

hagiographic tradition. An examination of the twenty or so extant hagiographic works

reveals that the first mention of four matha-s appears briefly in Cidvilasa’s

Sahkarav/jayavf/asa, produced most probably in the late sixteenth or seventeenth

century. However, no mention is made of the founding of any matha in the most popular

of Sankara’s hagiographies, the Sankara-d/g-v/jaya attributed to Madhava, written, at the

earliest in 1650. Further, no reference to Sankara’s founding of the DasanamT order of

ascetics is to be found in any of Sankara’s genuine works, or hagiographic texts. The first

references to the term dasanam f appear in a couple of late mediaeval texts on 
06 These texts, also variously known as Mathamnaya-stotra, Matharnnaya-s&tu, Mathet/vrtta, 
Mathamnaya^asanam and Mahanu£asanam are contained, together with translation, in Appendix 2.
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renunciation, also produced, at the earliest, in the late sixteenth century.

Within the Hindu religious tradition generally, and the DasanamT world 

specifically, Sankara is intimately associated with the adva/ta matha at SrngerT (in south 

Karnataka) which he supposedly founded. In Chapter 6, a detailed examination is 

undertaken of political and religious developments during the period of the Vijayanagara 

empire, which flourished in south India between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

The work of eminent historians of the period is availed of, supplemented by epigraphic 

research. It is argued that in the mid-fourteenth century, the early Vijayanagara rulers 

patronised what was, essentially, a ‘new’ orthodox da/va adva/ta tradition, though this 

had nothing to do with Sankara, who appears to have been relatively unknown in this 

period. In the image of their sa/vaxo)/a\ patrons, Sankara’s hagiographers subsequently 

projected Sahkaracarya as an incarnation of Siva who vanquished heresy and 

reinvigorated the orthodox Brahmanical tradition. This established Sankara’s reputation 

as a great da/va, even though it is apparent he and his immediate disciples were 

va/snava- s.

As already mentioned, even the hagiographic tradition does not mention the 

founding of an order of DaSanamT ascetics. If Sankara did not found the Dasanamls, then 

an explanation is needed as to how the sect came into existence. The final layer of the 

argument of this thesis, extrapolated in Chapter 7, lies in the exploration of the context in 

which a DasanamT identity may have formed. A variety of sources show that between 

around the mid-sixteenth century and the end of the seventeenth century a number of 

groups of radical militant ascetics from Nath, Sikh-related and (nascent) ‘Hindu’ 

orders— including what was to become the militant division of the DaSanamTs—became 

organised in military units (akkada-s), largely as a consequence of state patronage. 

Relying on the work of specialists in Islam, the development of SufT sects and lineages in 

India are explored in respect of their influential relationship with the dominant Islamicate 

orders of north India in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It will be seen how the 

organisation of SufT lineages mirrors, in several important aspects, parallel features of 

DasanamT organisation. This analysis tends towards the supposition that influential SufT 

institutions provided both a contributory template and a political rationale tor the 

organisation of the DasanamTs, and the formation of a distinct identity for an order of 

samnyasf%  even though this cannot be conclusively proved. In the formation of what is 

argued is a newly created identity, diverse lineages pertaining to both radical militant 

ascetics and adva/ta monastic traditions were merged into one order that gained its
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orthodox legitimacy from its putative inception by Sankara.

The integration of the two wings of the Dasanamls—the naga and monastic 

traditions—is apparent in initiation procedures. The sharing of common religious 

practices and sectarian markers, the identification with a distinct [adva/Sd) philosophy, 

and the adoption of a common mythology—as reflected in the most popular 

hagiographies of Sankara and in the matkamnaya-s—provide the substance for the 

identification of the Dasanamls as a distinct sect. Although some DasanamT lineages 

may stretch back indeterminately, it is argued that particular political processes most 

probably impelled the formation of an identity for the DasanamTs, resulting in the 

dissemination of the frame-structure of the matkamnaya-s and the integration within one 

sect of disparate lineages of ascetics. It is possible that traditionalists might not only 

disagree with some of the findings of this research but also suspect that the author may 

have had something like Parasurama’s axe to grind in the deconstruction of oriental 

saints (such as Sankara), Hindu tradition or Indian history. However, the author is aware 

of the extent to which not only religious but also social history has been ‘invented’ in 

practically all periods of human history, in the service of various ideologies.97 Even a 

cursory investigation into hagiography and constructions of various social and religious 

histories, frequently illustrates broadly common processes in a variety of socio-political 

contexts.98 If we consider Ireland in the seventh century CE (approximately the time of 

Sankara), it has been remarked that, “By and large, each dynasty had its own saint, its 

own foundation, on a principle resembling the Continental &/gank/ostar,..\fery clearly, the 

saints’ lives, as propaganda for the power and influence of their subjects, had a crucial 

role to play in aggrandizing specific monastic centres at (inevitably) the expense of 

others’’ (Stevenson 1995:25). Such remarks would be entirely appropriate to the 

discussion concerning the Indian monastic tradition, Sankara and his Vijayanagara 

hagiographers (presented in Chapter 6).

A final but important rider to the discussion is the consideration that the 

DasanamTs and others who find their way into this thesis—whether as mendicants, 

makant-% mecenaries, scholars, philosophers, political envoys, traders, raiders, 

property-owners or bankers—are those who by their actions have found their way into

97 In this regard, the popular work of Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) might be mentioned in connection 
with some British traditions. This collection of learned articles illustrates the ‘invention’ of several ancient 
traditions, including; the kilt-wearing Highland tradition of Scotland (Hugh Trevor-Roper): the rediscovery 
of some ‘ancient’ (but, in fact, non-authentic Welsh) traditions in the eighteenth century (Prys Morgan); 
and the involving of royalty in British parliamentary procedure (David Cannadine).
"F o r studies in Indian hagiography, see Snell (1994); Granoff (1984,1988a, 1988b); Schober (1997).
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history, Those who live more closely to the ideals of samnyasa— lone renunciates 

undergoing austerities, far removed from worldly, economic and political life—and who 

constitute a significant proportion of sam nyasfs, leave little, if any, trace in history; 

perhaps just the proverbial and barely perceptible smoke of a fire on a hill. A kind of 

paradox is implicit in attempting to reconstruct the history of a renunciate movement from 

accounts of those who have left historical traces: perhaps the true history of samnyasa 

would be simply an empty account.



CHAPTER 1: BRANCHES OF THE DASANAMI ORDER
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In this chapter, the overall structure of the DasanamTs is introduced from a contemporary 

anthroplogical perspective, examining the branches and customs of the sect in its 

constitution as an order of nominally celibate sadhus, Although there are traditional 

Brahmanical restrictions that deny women the option of taking samnyasa and renouncing, it 

is evident that amongst DasanamTs and some other renunciate sects there are a significant 

number of women renunciates, Also briefly considered in this chapter is the issue of 

sectarian identity within the South Asian context, and the ramifications within recent 

DaSanamT history.

1.1 The Dasanami sect, as currently constituted, in relation to other renunciate sects

As noted in the Introduction, there are three subdivisions of the DasanamTs,1 namely: 1) the 

dandFs, who carry a staff (dandd}\ 2) the param aham sas; and 3) the naga-s (sometimes 

referred to as astradharFs, ‘weapon-holders’), who belong to one of the seven DasanamT 

akhadas (‘wrestling rings’ or ‘military formations’).2 DandFs may be recognised by the 

danda that they carry, a stick that may be plain or embellished and usually has a piece of 

saffron cloth wrapped around it, under which is tied an axe-head and the sacred thread.3 

Unlike dandFs, param aham sas and naga-s do not carry the mendicant’s staff.4 Although the 

tripartite division of dandF, param ahamsa and naga is recognised within the DasanamT 

order, the foremost means of self-classification is primarily in terms of the param para of the 

initiating guru, in one of the ten lineages5 supposedly deriving from Sankaracarya. All the 

three branches of the DasanamTs have a large network of m athas, spread throughout India,

1 See also Ghurye (1953); Tripathi (1978); Sinha and Sarasvati (1978); Dazey (1990).
2 See Ch. 2.1
3 Many dandPs carry either a small f/nga or a ga/agrama. Sa/agrama-s are ammonites found in two or three 
places in the bed of the KalT Gandaki river in eastern Nepal, which are the one of the most important 
emblems of Visnu. They occur in as many as eighty-nine varieties, each type having a symbolic significance 
(see Ramachandra Rao 1997)
4 A staff is acquired by paramahamsa-s during the samnyasa rite, but it is subsequently discarded (see Ch. 
3.3).
0 Amongst the dandFs, the names used are TTrtha, A6rama and SarasvatT. Some few are called BharatT. 
Amongst the naga-<s of today, the names attributed are Giri, Puff, BharatT and SarasvatT, though not all 
samnyasFs with that name are naga. Aranyas are rare, while Vanas, Sagaras and Parvatas have practically 
disappeared.
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though most concentrated in north India, particulary in Banaras, Allahabad and Haridvar. 

Most of even the largest asram a-s and m athas began as a simple dwelling of a sadhuwho 

had ceased travelling and settled, frequently after many years of pilgrimage to holy places6 

throughout the Indian subcontinent.7

Several scholars provide a general overview of around sixty sects of sadhus8, 

functioning in India in the last decades of the twentieth century.9 The greatest concentration 

of sadhus, both now and for the last three or four hundred years, is to be found in north 

India, particularly in the state of Uttar Pradesh. The three largest sects of sadhus are the 

va/snava RamanandTs and the da/va sects of Naths and DasanamTs.10 There are currently, 

perhaps, around one hundred thousand DasanamT sadhus in South Asia.11 Examples of 

female ascetics and renunciates in ancient India were referred to in the Introduction, and 

census reports from the nineteenth and early twentieth century reveal that women 

sam nyasth-s'2 then constituted up to forty percent of both the general sadhu,13 and 

DasanamT population in certain regions of India. These days, however, women samnyas/h- 

s, who are usually referred to as m at or m ata-/, constitute between approximately five and

6 Many samnyasFs (including the akhadas) begin the year at the mefa{in January) at Ganga Sagar, east of 
Calcutta. Proceeding west, Pasupatinath and Banaras are popular for Sivaratri (in February/March), after 
which many follow the Gaiiga to tfrthas in the Himalayas, for the summer. Autumn and winter are the 
seasons when samnyasFs may go south, occasionally visiting some of the twelve Jyot/r-f/rigam-s en route, 
finally reaching Rame£varam and Kanya KumarT.
' Before the introduction of passports in the early twentieth century, some sadhu-s also travelled widely in 
Central Asia and the Middle East. See Duncan (1799) for a samnyas/Twho went to Russia and the Middle- 
East. See Bennett (1965) for an account of a samayasfwho walked right round the world.
8 Some of these sects also have a substantial lay community.
9 Sinha and Sarasvati’s (1978:51) study was based in Banaras; Tripathi’s (1978:156) study conducted in 
Uttar Pradesh. Tripathi was initiated into both DaSanamT (j&yta) and NimbarkT (va/snavd} sects {sampradayd) 
and conducted sociological fieldwork over several years during the late 1960s and 1970s. Samanta’s 
(1997:49-£2) study was conducted in Ujjain. See Appendix 1 for lists of sects.
10 According to Tripathi’s survey of a relatively small sample of 500 sadhus the two largest sects are the 
DasanamT and Kanphafa (Nath), each of which comprises around 12% of the sadhu population. According 
to Tripathi, the next largest sect is the RamanandT (6.6%). However, van der Veer (1998:xiii) believes that 
the RamanandT sect has become the largest monastic order of North India. Sinha and Saraswati’s research 
(1978:51) revealed that in Banaras—the main stronghold of Saivism in India—the two largest ascetic sects 
are the DasanamT and the RamanandT orders, the DasanamTs having 610 initiates and the RamanandTs 
253. Statistics on sadhus are notoriously hard to obtain, because where records are kept in mathas and 
akhadas, information is rarely divulged.
11 See Appendix 1.3 for the calculations for this estimate, based on Hartsuiker (1993:122); Briggs 
(1982:4—6); Bedi and Bedi (1991:85).
12 Hindi: samnyasfp the term is Sanskritised by some commentators as samnyas/nk though this term is 
rarely used in classical sources.
13 Female sadhus are also referred to as sadhvf.
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ten percent of both the general sadhu anti DasanamT populations.14 Although there are still a 

significant number of women ascetic renunciates in South Asia, there are very few orders 

where the guru-param para\s handed down from woman to woman.16 Most of the orders and 

matha-s that comprise women are dependent on male preceptors, who in several instances 

are DasanamTs.

There have been several studies of Hindu women saints, some of whom are 

ascetics,16 though relatively few devoted to female Hindu renunciates.17 Caplan (1973) 

describes a small group of DasanamT m ats, all Giris, living in Duari in western Nepal, in 

this area most ascetics are unmarried women, samnyasFs usually being a settled caste, 

only distinguished from other castes of a similar rank by particular customs of initiation and 

funeral rites.16 In the village of Duari, besides the women ascetics, there were twenty-eight 

Giris (2.2% of the village population) at the time of the study, in 1969. The m ats of Duari live 

together in a monastery (kup~) which has a temple of Bhairava. They survive by begging, 

donations, on the produce of the attached land, and sometimes by lending out money or 

grain. The head ma/is  usually the guru for the other ascetics, her status being determined 

not by age but by how long she had been resident in the kutl™

[Cl§mentin-] Ojha has published several studies of women sadhvFs in Banaras, the 

first (1981) being of forty-five individual women ascetics, another (1984)20 examining three

14 Table XVII of the Imperial Census of India for 1931, cited by Briggs (1982:4-6), shows, under the 
heading of AghorT, FaqTr, Sadhu and SannyasT, a total of more than one million persons. According to the 
Censi of 1901 and 1931, women constituted approximately 40% of the wandering ascetic population. 
Modern commentators, for example Denton (1981:212) and Hartsuiker (1993:62), give an estimated figure 
of 10%, or just under, for female ascetics, many of whom are widowed. Denton’s estimate is derived from a 
sample of 1,300 ascetics in Banaras, of whom 130 are girls or women. Sinha and Sarasvati’s (1978) 
general survey of 1284 sadhus in Banaras included 97 women (i.e. approximately one in twelve).
18 Ramaswamy (1992:134) briefly mentions an example of a female preceptor: VenabaT, a disciple of 
Samartha Ramadasa (17th century), became head of a matha at Miraj (in Karnataka). Also, it seems that 
the followers of the saint MTrabaT (15th/16th century) once constituted a sect of 'MTrabaTs'. See Sethi (1979) 
and Alston (1980c) for brief resumes of MTrabaT’s life.
16See Ramanujan (1973:111-142; 1982); Gupta (1991); Ramaswamy (1992; 1997). Veryfew women saints 
married, and almost all were initiated by males.

For the position of (women) sadhvts!$rav/ka-s within Jainism, see Jaini (1991); Shanta (1997); Balbir 
(2002); Vallely (2002).
18One such caste of samnyasFs is discussed in the Introduction (see Bouillier 1976; 1979).
19 Similar to the settled samnyasf castes of Nepal, the women are not of Brahman caste, but the slightly 
inferior Jaisi caste. Despite being samnyas/ns, caste still operates amongst the women, in terms of 
commensality, purity and pollution (p. 181). They were initiated between the ages of nine and thirty-five, two 
of them being daughters of ascetics, Some had become ascetics due to marriage problems, and one was 
bereaved.
“ See also CI6mentin-Ojha (1985; 1988).
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communities of female samnyas/nFs in Banaras, most of whom are Bengalis. Two are 

communities of NimbarkTs21 (also known as the nfm avat or Sanaka-sam praday^,22 the 

Sobha Ma and Gatiga Ma.23 Around a dozen women ascetics live at an asram a which 

Sobha Ma founded in 1950. The third community is of followers of Ananda May! Ma24 who 

live at the Kanya PTtha, founded in 1926. The women of the three communities live 

communally in m atha-s, under the guide of female preceptors,25 and dedicate part of their 

time to teaching in various schools. Traditionally, the orthodox NimbarkT order denies 

renunciation to women, so they undergo an initiation ceremony that contains fewer syllables 

of the sacred mantra than either householders (lay followers) or male renunciates ( vfraktd). 

The order of Ananda May! Ma is ‘heterodox1—having a woman as preceptor—yet the 

women are initiated by male DasanamT priests, under the name of Ananda MayT Ma (Ojha 

1984:208). It is believed that, during the ceremony, the dak// of Ananda MayT Ma is 

transmitted to the initiate, who becomes a disciple of the guru. The women become 

brahmacar/nF but are not fully ‘s a m n ya s /n as they do not perform the second stage of 

initiation, the v/ra/a-hom a,26 Nevertheless, the samnyasinFs have a higher status than lay 

followers. While generally dressed in the typical garb of a sadhu, women renouncers do not 

usually wear any jewelry, as one of the signs of their renunciation.

Sinclair-Brull (1997) and King (1984:75-79) provide accounts of the nuns of the SrT

21 Followers of Nimbarka, the twelfth/thirteenth century va/snava bhakta, who was born in Bellary, Karnataka, 
but spent most of his life in the VmdavaiVMathura area; his philosophical system is dva/tadva/ta, ‘difference- 
in-non-difference'.
22 One of the four vafsnava sampradaya-s (see Ch. 2.1 and Appendix 4).
23 Both Sobha Ma and Ganga Ma were initiated by a Bengali, SvamT Santadas Kathiya Baba (Clementin- 
Ojha 1988:WS-34).
24 A mystic (1896-1982) born in Kheoda, East Bengal. See Lipski (1977); Ray (1983).
25 CI£mentin-Ojha also presents (1985) four female ‘gurus’ (a term for which there is no exact equivalent in 
Sanskrit for females, owing to their traditional ineligibility to perform that role; though the term gurunn^ used 
for a woman ^/z/am ongst Jainas, see Shanta 1997:189). The female gurus (who are generally referred to 
as “MatajT”) are from the DasanamT, RamanandT, Nimbarka and Vallabha sampradaya-s. All were initiated by 
male preceptors. After Ananda MayT Ma’s demise, Sobha Ma became the most important female guru in 
Banaras, with around 1,000 disciples. The female guru from the Vallabha sampradaya, Saradavaliabha 
Beti-jT, runs a temple and an educational institution, and can perform initiation [dtksa) into the sect.
26 See Ch. 3.
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Sarada Matha, and those of the Ramakrsna Sarada Mission,27 organisations that run 

parallel to, but function independently of the Ramakrsna Mission.28 King (1984:79-31) also 

discusses several branch-orders of the relatively few women ascetics in other sects, those 

of the SvamT Narayan, Sai Baba of STrdi, Brahma Kumaffs,29 and Lingayats.30 C. S. J. White 

(1989) describes dardan (Vision/spiritual presence’) and an interview with Her Holiness 

Sadguru SrT JfiananandasarasvatT of Madras, a woman who was previously married, raising 

five children. She renounced the world, most unusually taking sam nyasa personally from 

the Sankaracarya of KaficTpuram, the first time he had performed the sam nyasa rite for a 

woman. More recently, Khandelwal (2004) recounts the life of several female renouncers, 

focussing mainly on two female DaSanamT samnyasfnFs, Anand Mata and BaijT, both of 

whom run asrama-s in Haridvar.31

While the DasanamT param aham sa subdivision has some female ascetics, there are 

fewer amongst the dandfs and very few who are napa32 Amongst the akhada-s there is only
27 The SrT Sarada Math, the largest of these female orders, was founded in 1954, and in 1981 had six 
centres, at Madras, Trichur, Pune, Bangalore, Banaras and Haridvar, Women must be over thirty years old 
to be initiated into the order; novitiate {brahmacarinr) vows may be taken after two years, and the full 
samnyasa rite of renunciation after another five years. Then, (theoreticaily) irrespective of previous caste 
affiliations, the women initiates may perform Vedic rites. Founded in 1960, the Ramakpsna Sarada Mission 
(a sister institution) has eight more branches (five in Bengal, one each in Delhi, Arunachal Pradesh and 
Kerala). In 1981 it had 170 monastic members (King 1984:78). See McDaniel (1995) for a profile of a 
Bengali samnyas/nh Arcana Ma (b.1928) of the Ramakrsna order, who has a large adrama in Calcutta, 
inherited, unusually, from her male guru.
28 Ramakrsna himself initiated a woman named Gauff Ma (d.1938), who became a renunciate and founded 
an adrama\ox women’s education in 1895 in Calcutta. It came to diverge in ethos from the Ramakrsna 
Mission, becoming orthodox in terms of caste and rites, and establishing a line of ascetic female initiates 
succeeding GaurT Ma. Another adrama (first called Matri Mandir and then Sarada Mandir) was opened by 
Sudhira Basu (d.1920) in 1914 for women to practice renunciation. The adrama was under the authority of 
the Ramakrsna Mission until 1963, Vivekananda also seems to have initiated several women, but only 
through mantra. Proper samnyasa was not given to women until 1947, in the first western Vedanta convent, 
founded in Hollywood in 1940 (King 1984:77-78).
29 See Babb (1984) for comment on the role of women in the Brahma Kumaffs.
^The few female ascetics of the SvamT Narayan order are called Samkhya YogTnTs; they live in a separate 
temple and follow their own guru, SrT Upasani Baba, a disciple of Sai Baba founded a nunnery, the Kanya 
Kumaff Sthan in Maharashtra, in either 1917 or 1932, another branch being subsequently established in 
Nagpur. The women study and perform Vedic sacrifices. In 1940, the Brahma Kumaffs adrama lor women 
ascetics was founded in Sindh. The founding ethos of female asceticism has been replaced by adrama-s 
catering for both men and women. In 1966, aged twenty, Mathe MahadevT took samnyasa, to become the 
first female Jagadguru of the Lingayats, a da/va sect founded in the twelfth century in Karnataka. The 
Vishva Kalyan Mission was established in Bangalore (and then Hubli and Darwar), where women ascetics 
live (King 1984:79-81). See also Llewellyn (1995) for a profile of another female renouncer, MTram 
(b.1929), who was from an Arya Samaj family background, and wrote an autobiography, subsequent to 
renouncing in 1979.
31 Anand Mata is said to have been initiated by a “prominent swami” (p. 49), and BaijT by a DasanamT 
samnyas/~(p. 80).
32 See below for the dandf, paramahamsa and naga branches of the DasanamTs,
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one order of m s/s, who are affiliated to the JQna akhada?3 the largest of the seven 

DasanamT akhada-s. While most of the women come from eastern Nepal or the adjacent 

Kumaun district of Uttar Pradesh, some few come from West Bengal. They have their own 

M a ha mandates vara (similar to an abbott),34 and the current m ahant of the mat-s is MTra Puff. 

Around eight hundred m afs attended the 2001 Allahabad Kumbha-Mela, camping in an 

area adjacent to the camp of the Juna akhada.35 During the Magh Mela, in January 2002, as 

per custom, many women camped alongside men in the dandf camps. This is in sharp 

distinction from practices in the akhada-s where there are usually no women, except in the 

case of the Juna akhada which has a separate camping area for the women samnyastn-s.

DasanamTs usually refer to only themselves as samnyasFs, distinguishing 

themselves from other sects of sadhu-s who generally refer to themselves by their sectarian 

names, as for example, Nath (Kanphata), Udasin (Sikh-affiliated), BairagT/VairagT 

(RamanandT), e t cetera. Sadhus are typically dressed so as to indicate, in some manner, 

their sectarian affiliation. SamnyasFs usually wear orange, ochre, saffron, or salmon- 

coloured cloth, the traditional colour of the sam nyasl Sectarian affiliation is also shown by 

the kind of necklace (m a/a) worn,36 and often more distinctively by sectarian marks that 

adorn the face and body. Hair may be shaven, short, long, or in dreadlocks (fa ta ) but, unlike 

the custom in some other sadhu sects, the top-knot (cotF) is not worn by the DasanamT- 

SamnyasTs. It is removed during initiation, as is the sacred thread (Janeu) if it was previously 

worn.37 While DasanamTs usually apply the trtpundra (or tr/p u n d ) to the forehead, a

33 Even though the other akhada-s do not generally admit women, Sinha and Saraswati (1978:98) note that 
at one time the NirvanT akhada had a female ascetic raised to the position of Mahamandalesvara, causing 
a boycott by the other akhada-s. Sinha and Saraswati (1978:68) report the presence in Banaras of two 
female ascetics who are members of the dandr subdivision of the DasanamTs. One was residing with her 
male counterparts (gurubhaFs) in the Daksinamurti /^/A?, and the other, GaurT Ma, was a mahantwUo had 
succeeded the gadc/T of the Puranananda SvamT ASrama matha. She was the only resident ascetic.
34 See Ch. 2.4 for an account of their role in the DasanamTs.
35 The author spent three weeks in October 1987 living with a female initiate of the Juna akhada at her 
roadside shelter near Barkot, in Gadvhal, Uttar Pradesh. Her husband had died some years previously in a 
road accident and she had taken samnyasa. She was well respected locally and her brother helped her 
with many practical affairs. She died in 1995.
36 Va/snava-s wear tufsrbeads, which are beads carved from the wood of a basil plant (ocimum sanctunt) 
which grows all over the subcontinent, dafva-s wear rudraksa seeds, which come from a tree (etaeoca/pcs 
gan/trud) that grows mostly in Nepal. Necklaces and bracelets usually comprise 108 seeds, but may also be 
worn singly or in other numbers. Accounts of the properties, associated mantras and significance of the 
number of segments vary considerably and may be found in several texts, including: S/va Purana 
( V/dyedvara Samh/tdw Padma Purana (ch. 57); Srfmaddevlbhagavat (11th Skanda, ch. 3-7); 
Rudraksajaba/opan/sad See Rai (1993a); Majupuria (1982:223).
37 Dandf-samnyasFs keep the/^/?<?z7concealed under a cloth that is attached to their danda.
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sectarian mark of three parallel lines of holy ashes (v/bhutF), it is usually only nagus who 

cover the body entirely with ashes. The equipment carried by itinerant DasanamT sadhus 

usually consists of fire-tongs (c/m td), blankets, sometimes a deer or tiger skin, a water-pot 

(kam anda/) made from coconut,30 wood or metal, sometimes a trident (tr/su /), and a small 

bag (Jho/F) for a few belongings such as religious pamphlets, identity papers, money, holy 

ash, soap, and for members of some akhada-s, smoking materials.

The ancient notion of tapas/ tapasya (Vtap, ‘heat’), to be found in the R g Veda, is that

austerities (tapa$—particularly celibacy—produce a kind of internal heat39 that is associated

with spiritual and creative powers, and in the later context of the Purarta-s, liberation.40 While

most DasanamTs periodically perform limited regimens of austerity (tapas/ tapasya), such

as taking a vow ( vratd) to fast on a particular day or during a certain period,41 or of limiting

their diet,42 some few also perform hatha-yoga postures. A few sadhus practise more radical

forms of tapasya, not infrequently for a period of twelve years.43 There is a general public
38The most sought kind of coconut used is the extra large variety from the Seychelle Islands.
39On tapas'm a Vedic context, see Knipe (1975); Kaelber (1989).
40 The acquisition of power, through tapas, is also used for immoral purposes. Historically, tapas is not 
essentially related to ethics, and its association with ‘penance’ is misleading (see Ruping 1977). In the 
Vsda-s and Brahmana-s, tapas is characterised—broadly—as heat, poetic inspiration, and the life-force 

born through the power of tapas, while in the Mahabharata (MBh 1.25.10-18; 1.101.25; 1.166.9; 
1.208.15-20; 1.36.8-19; 3.95.1-4) are to be found instances of powers accrued, and curses being 
exercised, through the tapas of a renouncer or ascetic (see Olson 1997:8-13). in the epics, tapas is 
seldom used for liberation, but for worldly gain (such as a son), revenge, status, honour, glory, and military 
success (see Hoick 1969). For psychological interpretations of austerities, see Masson (1976); Cantlie 
(1977).
41 Vrata-s (Vows’), particularly to fast on a particular day, are a general feature of traditional Hindu culture. 
See Kane (HDS Vol. 5, pt.il: 255-462) for an exhausive list of around 1,500 different vrata-s. See also Dutt 
(2002). On women householders' religious vows, see Babb (1975:110), who describes the so/ah somvar 
mw/1 (the ‘sixteen Mondays vow’); McGee (1991); litis (1996); Pearson (1996).
42The most common form of limiting diet is pha/aharr, technically fruitarian, but usually also consisting of milk, 
fruits, nuts, and—if a grain is consumed— ramdan, a kind of reddish millet. The important point about a 
pha/aharF diet is that all foodstuff may ‘fall’ into the recipients hands.
43 Practices include not lying down or sitting (khadedvar/), usually supported by suspended sling, or keeping 
one arm permanently in the air {urdhvabahî . Some permanently wear a metal chastity belt (a practice more 
common amongst VairagTs); while others lie on a bed of nails (a practice far less common today than even 
in the 1970s). Particularly at meta-s, sadhu-s may be seen supporting large weights (usually rocks) tied to 
the genitals; while some DaSanamTs hang upside-down {urdh-mukht) for some time on a wooden 
contraption that supports the feet. Long periods of immersion in water (Jat-dayyt), particularly the river 
Ganga, are undertaken on a regular basis by some sadhus. Another, and it seems ancient, form of tapas 
is the paffc-agnf-tapasya. For performing this austerity, the ascetic sits in the noonday sun surrounded, in 
the first stage, by five heaps of smouldering cow-dung. He utters mantras of the Lord’s name, with the aid 
of a necklace {ma/a) hidden under a cloth. In the following stage the number of smouldering fires is then 
increased to seven, twelve, eighty-four, and ‘innumerable’ fires. In the third and final stage a fire is lit in a 
clay pot (known as kapar) and placed on the meditating ascetic’s head (kapar), leaving him surrounded by 
fire. This form of tapasya is usually performed for three consecutive summers. For pictures of these 
activities, see Hartsuiker (1993).
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perception that a sadhu's powers, accumulated from tapasya, are real—and they are 

feared—though attitudes to sadhu-s vary widely. While in north India sadhus are generally 

revered—particularly by villagers—sometimes almost as a form (m u rtf) of deity,‘“ sadhus 

who have toured south India frequently complain of the difficulties they have experienced 

there.

In distinction from the usual Hindu practice of cremation, when a sam nyasf dies he is 

usually buried in a grave (known as a sam adhf), facing east or north-east, supported on the 

wooden ‘T-shaped’ frame (baragan) that is used for meditation, which maintains the corpse 

in a seated posture. He is usually buried with some cannabis leaves (bhah,$  and a water- 

pot gourd. Salt and spices are thrown in to hasten putrefaction.46 Some time after the burial 

the sam nyasFs disciples will organise a meal (bhandara ) for associated ascetics and 

Brahmans. Tombs and sometimes temples are erected over the graves of important heads 

of monasteries (m ahant-s and m aham andafasvaras) and worship of the sam adhf 

continues. Mahant-s are occasionally entombed in stone coffins (tahkd) which are thrown 

into the Ganges, notably in holy places along the river, such as Haridvar, Banaras and 

Frayag. Poorer ascetics are sometimes merely thrown into the river Ganga with stones 

attached to their limbs.46

1.2 Caste

Regarding the Brahmanical textual tradition, according to the Brhadaranyaka Upanfsad 

(4.4.22; 3.5.1), the M undaka Upan/sad (1.2.12), Manu (4.38; 6.97), and the Kurm a Purana, 

(11.28.2) only Brahmans may renounce. Such is the opinion of the advafta commentators, 

Sankara and Suresvara, and most mediaeval authors. However, the Jabafa Upan/sad (A)47 

and Yajhavafkya S m rtf (3.61)46 maintain that all twice-born (dvf/d), (brahmana, ksatr/ya, 

vafdyd), may renounce. In the mediaeval period, Brahmanical commentators were still

44See Gross (1992:161).
45 A number of castes use a method for burials similar to that of samryasFs] for example, the Pisharotis, a 
settled caste of Kerala (see Ananthakrishna Iyer 1912:143).
46 Thurston (Vol.2, 1909:299) reports that a dead samnyasFs head is broken with a coconut, to facilitate 
moksa, and that his body is then wrapped with a reddish cloth and thrown into the Ganges. A south Indian 
Brahman samnyasFs head is also said to be so broken, but his body is buried.
47 See Olivelle (1992)
48 See Dutta (1987, Vol.1).
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undecided as to whether only Brahmans or all twice-born were eligibile to renounce,49 an 

ambivalence also apparent amongst more recent commentators.60 The majority view is that 

the three higher yarna-s are entitled to samnyasa*51 However, in the V/snu Sm rt/ (5.115)62 

and Ya/nava/kya S m rt/(2.241) a punishment is specified for those who entertain a sudra 

par/vrajaka  in rites for the gods or manes, indicating that, disregarding varna prescriptions, 

there were instances of suc/ra renunciates, which seems to also pertain in more recent 

times.53 In a landmark ruling in 1980 by the Supreme Court, which is frequently reiterated, a 

dudra has the right to become a samnyasf. 54 The judgement on this case was reached 

primarily on the basis of custom within a community, which was interpreted to take legal 

precedence over the proscriptions of dharm adastra in this regard, After initiation by an 

acarya-guru, the initiate theoretically loses his previous caste identification. Nevertheless, 

caste remains an important background element in the life of the sam nyasf55

Three of the four dandf lineages, namely the TTrtha, Asrama and SarasvatT, initiate

49 See Olivelle (1977:33-34). VasudevaSrama, for example, in his Yat/dharmaprakaria (composed between 
1675 and 1800), expressed both views.
“ See Sarkar (1958:65).
^ See Killingley (1991) for a useful discussion of varna, /i?//'and caste, and how these categories have been 
interpreted by several infuential commentators.
“ See Jolly (1991).
“ Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:180) report that an Acarya MandaleSvara, Narsimh Giri, had a highly educated 
disciple from the Kunbi caste (a ‘clean’ ducfra caste), Steele (1868:440) remarks that if a person of too 
inferior a caste has through inadvertance been admitted to the order, if discovered he is branded with a hot 
coin and expelled. However, Thurston (1909 Voi. 2:299) notes that ‘Gosayis’ never marry, and that 
brahmana% ksatr/yas, va/syas and dudra-s may ail become Gosayi. Crooke (1896, Vol.2:260, citing 
Maclagan, Panjab Census Report 1891:112, states that some lineages of DaSanamTs have iower-caste 
initiates. Rose (1914 Vol. 3:358) believes that originally only Brahmans were admitted, and that Rajputs 
were subsequently admitted in the recruitment of naga-s. l/a/dya-s, who administered finance, were later 
admitted, and even men of impure 'castes’. However, Rose maintains that the order is mostly made up of 
Brahmans and ksatriya-s, and that caste restrictions concerning commensality are maintained,
54 The case (Krishna Singh v. Mathura Ab/r) ran from 1951 to 1980, and originated from a dispute over a 
dudra samnyasPs right to inherit property (see Narayanan 1993:286-291).

Sadananda Giri (1976:28) maintains that before acceptance for initiation the neophyte is questioned 
about his caste and religion. Brahmans and ksatriya-s from some parts of India are not accepted, for 
reasons he has not managed to determine, and ‘Untouchables’ are also excluded.
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only Brahmans56 and regard themselves as superior to the param aham sa-s and naga-s. 

BharatTs are to be found amongst both dandfs, paramahamsa-s and naga-s, while the non- 

dandf lineages appear to also admit lower-caste initiates. It is seems probable that when 

the akhada-s first formed, most probably between the mid-sixteenth and mid-seventeenth 

centuries,57 lower-caste initiates were admitted as naga-s to some of the lineages. In 

accounts of events in northern India during this period it is apparent that it is the names ‘Giri’ 

(particularly), Puri’ and ‘BharatT 1 which figure most prominently in naga armies.50 Many of 

these may have been recruited from lower castes (see Chapter 7).

Amongst the akhada-s, my research has made clear that it is extremely difficult to 

determine with any certainty the caste background of many initiates, for the obvious reason 

that some of them might wish to escape it. However there is a general tendency by 

informants to emphasise the Brahmanical nature of initiates, some akhada-s, such as the 

NirafijanT, claiming that all initiates are Brahmans. The initiate should also be physically fit 

and without any disabilities, yet it is clear that there are exceptions.59 In general, it seems 

that apart from dandf samnyasFs, many sadhu-s, particularly those wandering, are from 

lower castes.60

1.3 Subdivisions within the Dasanami order: D andf

D andfs are sometimes referred to as dastradharrs, ‘scripture holders’, or as dandadhan-s,

56 See Wilson (1861:197); Oman (1903:161); Anantakrishna Iyer (1930:255); Kane (HDS Vol.2:951); Tripathi 
(1978:64-67); Sinha and Saraswati (1978:69). Hartsuiker (1993:31) claims that A6ramas are of solely 
Brahman backgrounds, and that Brahmans predominate in the TTrtha, Bharati and SarasvatT sub-sects.
There are five main southern divisions (Panc-Dravida) of Brahmans, who reside south of the river Narmada 
(with the exception of the Gujarati Brahmans who live to its north), and five northern divisions (Pahc- 
Gauda). There are numerous further sub-divisions, and yet further sub-divisions of those, in the south are: 
Maharastra (12 sub-divisions), Tailanga (or Andhra) (8), Dravida (6), Karnatak (7) and Gurjara (84). The five 
northern divisions are the Sarasvat (4), Gaud (15), Kankubja (or Kanaujia or Kanyakubja) (5), Maithila (4) 
and Utkala (3). There have, of course, been extensive migrations of all castes of Brahmans over thousands 
of years; and caste is sometimes contrived. See Steele (1868:79); Sherring (1872:19-113).

See Chapter 7.
“  See Sarkar (1958). Many naga Giris figure in Sarkar's account; also mentioned (p. 266) are three 
battalions of Purls and one of BharatTs, in the service of the Jodhpur state in the latter half of the 
eighteenth century.
60 Tripathi’s (1978:88) survey elicited a figure of 8.4% for sadhu-s with disabilities.
60 The openness of renunciate orders to low-caste initiates varies from order to order. RamnamT sadhus, for 
example, are almost exclusively low-caste, while one branch of the usually strictly Brahmanical SrT 
Vaisnavas, the satta ekak/ were an order of celibate dudra-s ascetics who performed important ritual service 
at the Tirupati temple complex in the fifteenth century (Stein 1968:89). Lamb (2002:18 fn. 15) comments 
that although {dandf samnyasFs are high-caste, many naga-s and other wandering sadhus are low-caste.
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and constitute the monastic wing of the DasanamTs.61 Many of them have some knowledge 

of Sanskrit, and their higher caste status is generally recognised (Tripathi 1978:64), They 

have a reputation for observing convention and conservatism {rudh/vadt), and often 

maintain deep caste prejuices.62 They generally disassociate themselves from the 

DasanamTs of the akhada-s, tending to regard themselves as the ‘true samnyasFs',63 D andf 

s take initiation from a guru from a dandf matha, while param ahamsa-s usually take initiation 

from a MahamandaleSvara of an akhada. Common to both the monastic and naga 

traditions are a shared understanding of the founding and organising of the sect. Further, at 

times of initiation the two traditions are united. The two traditions are not entirely distinct, 

though they are distinguished by their institutional independence and their different roles in 

India’s political and religious history.

Dandfm atha-s are nominally affiliated to one of the four (or five) main m athas {pftha- 

s) supposedly established by £ankaracarya. Although dandfs generally acknowledge the 

affiliation of their m atha to a pftha  with some pride, apart from branch-m athas of the main 

pfthas, dandf m athas function independently, with no connection to the pfthaXo which they 

may be nominally affiliated.64 The greatest concentration of dandfs is to be found in Banaras

61 During the Magh Mela at Allahabad in 2002, I visited camps of cfandfs for around ten days, interviewing 
numerous sadhus.
62 See Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:70): dandfs from one of the five main northern Brahmanical castes 
neither eat nor reside in the same mathas with those from the five main southern Brahmanical castes, 
Tamils and Keralites do not associate with members of either group of Brahmans, Further, amongst the 
gauda Brahmans of Uttar Pradesh there is a further sub-division, the Kanyakubj—from Kanauj, one of the 
five main divisions of northern Brahmans, see Sherring (1872:23)—and Sarypari, who do not dine together 
in the matha s. Dandf mathas also maintain certain rules about the succession of the gaddf. At the 
MachlTbandar matha, only a Saryupari/Sarjuparia (one of the five main divisions of Kanyakubj Brahmans) 
can accede, whereas the dandf matha at Pushkar only appoints Kanyakubj ascetics.
631 have even heard dandfs remark that “we are not DasanamTs”, emphasising their non-identification with 
the akhadas.
64 The dandfs whom I have interviewed regard the southern pftha of Smgeri as genuine and do not 
recognise the KancTpuram pftha.
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where they have many m atha-s^ and where between approximately twenty-five and fifty 

percent of all dandfs are to be found (Sawyer 1993:159), forming approximately one fifth of 

the ascetic population.66 At the Magh Mela67 in Allahabad in 2002, around seventy dandf 

m athas were camped, the largest camp being that of the MachfTbandar (‘fish-monkey’) Math 

which was represented by the six m athas it owns in Banaras, where it has its 

headquarters.68

D andfs have usually been householders before becoming samnyasFs, and on 

initiation to the order—but before the final rite of sam nyasa—-they are given one of four 

hrahm acarf names; either Svarup, Prakasa, Ananda or Caitanya. The name given usually 

depends on which of the four main p fthas  the m atha—v ia which the candidate was 

initiated— is nominally affiliated to. D andfs will have been initiated by a dandf guru, usually 

a Mahamandalesvara, but in rare cases directly by a Sahkaracarya at one of the four 

important p fth a s .

65 Sinha and Saraswati (1978:68-72) report 37 dandf mathas in nine of the districts of Banaras, 23 
affiliated to the Sarada pftha, of Dvaraka, and 14 to the SrngerT pftha. Surprisingly none of the Banaras 
dandf mathas are associated with the Govardhan pftha of PurT or with the JyotT pftha of Jyoshimath. 
According to the scheme presented in the normative texts of the DasanamTs, the Mathamnaya, 
Mahanudasanam etc., the mathas of Banaras should be under the jurisdiction of the JyotT pftha of 
JyoSimath, Four of the mathas claim to have been established before the fifteenth century, whereas 27 
were most probably built between 1800 and 1968. Only three dantf mathas have been built since 
independence, whereas the number of paramahamsa mathas has significantly increased. Sinha and 
Saraswati calculate a total resident ascetic population (in distinction from the numerous permanently 
wandering ascetics) for Banaras as 1,284 (providing a ratio of 1 ascetic for every 250 people in Banaras), of 
whom datva samnyasFs constitute 48.8%. DandFs, numbering 239, form approximately one fifth of the 
ascetic population. According to Tripathi (1978:67), in Banaras there are twenty-eight mathas managed by 
dandfs and fifteen managed by paramhamsas. The two groups are said not to be on good terms and do 
not take meals together.
86 Sawyer (1993:163), notes that mathas continually change, sometimes expanding and becoming more 
prominent—with new branches being established—under a dynamic head; or alternatively, rapidly declining 
after the demise of an influential leader. Many of the mathas included in Appendix 2 of Sinha and 
Sarasvati’s book no longer exist, while new institutions have arisen since the time of their study. Sawyer 
(1993:171) maintains that the largest dandf matha in Banaras is the Mumuksu Bhavan, established in 1929 
by SvamT Ghanasyamananda. In response to various enquiries, I was Informed, albeit unreliably, that there 
are perhaps 10,000 to 15,000 dandf-samnyasFs in India today.
67 For details of both the Magh Mela and Kumbha Mela, see Appendix 3.
68 The name ‘Macchlibandar’ derives from a story about the land which is the headquarters of the matha in 
Nagwa, Banaras. (At one time it was a jungle, with monkeys and fish-ponds.) The matha has a total of 
fifteen properties, six in Banaras, and others at Haridvar, STtapur, Citrakut, Dadri (Haryana), Karnai 
(Haryana) KurukSetra and Kanpur. The current chief guru is KailaSa Bhusar A§rama.
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1.4 Pamamahamsa

Like all DasanamTs, psram sh&m sfrs69 acknowledge that Sankara founded four pftha-s, yet, 

similarly to the dandfs, their affiliation to a pftha  has virtually no practical relevance. 

However, their affiliation to an akhada is significant/0 as it derives either from their own 

samnyasa initiation—performed by a Mahamandalesvara of an akhada—ox from a historical 

connection, via the param para of their guru, whose own guru or guru’s guru may have been 

in an akhada Paramahamsa-s generally reside in matha-s that have little connection or no 

connection with the life of the akhada, and apart from some few param aham sa-s who may 

participate in the life of an akhada wi\Vr\ a view to becoming naga—wiY\\Qh requires a further 

initiatory rite—the inclusion of param ahamsa-s in the ‘military wing’ of the DasanamTs simply 

stems from their initiation from an akhada. Although not usually involved, param aham sas 

may actively participate in the life of the akhada on certain occasions, such as during 

thandara-s (communal feasts with the distribution of alms), which may be for a single 

akhada or for several together. They take place on particular holy days and when an 

ascetic succeeds to the gaddf of the matha, during which rite the successor is presented 

with a scarf (cadar) by the sadhus present.

The param aham sas have the greatest number of ascetics and m athas in Banaras, 

the m athas comprising one fifth of all the m athas there (Sinha and Sarasvati 

1978:72-81).71 Seven of the param aham sa m athas admit women sadhu-s (also known as 

avadhut/rf),72 two of which are exclusively female, five being mixed male and female. All the 

m ats are reported to come from Bengal and Nepal. The author’s fieldwork has established 

that some also come from the Kumaun area of Uttar Pradesh. In contrast to the dandfs of 

Banaras, who run only one educational institution, the Dharma Sahgha Siksa Mandala,

69 In a number of classical texts, paramahamsa is a term also used, in an idealised sense, to refer to the 
highest category of renouncer (see Appendix 8).
70 Sinha and Sarasvati found that the 296 paramahamsa-s of Banaras are affiliated to three akhada-s, the 
Juna, NirafijanT and NirvanT (or MahanirvanT), over 50% belonging to the NirvanT akhada.
n There are fifty-seven paramahamsa mathas, none of them established before the fifteenth century, over 
82% appearing between 1800 and 1968, and thirty-nine instituted since independence. Of all the various 
ascetic institutions of Banaras (see Appendix 1), the paramahamsa is the fastest growing, a new matha 
being founded, on average, every two years.
72 This term is sometimes used derogatorily, as an avadhut/n is traditionally the female partner of a Tantric 
practitioner.
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which is in decline, the param aham sa-s run five Sanskrit pathasa/a-s.73 The significance of 

the prestigious role, financial viability and expansive programme of paramahamsa 

educational institutions in the context of recent DasanamT history can be understood against 

the background of the militant history of the akhada-s, and the curtailment of their activities. It 

seems that some individuals who had been actively involved in the mercenary activities of 

the akhada-s had accumulated considerable wealth, which was then channelled into land 

and property. Around the beginning of the twentieth century educational institutions were 

first established, as part of a process of reforming the general ethos of the paramahamsa-s 

and the akhada-s, particularly in the Gangetic heartland of their activities. At that time, some 

of the param aham sa-s were well-known as businessmen and landlords (see Ch. 7).

The inheritance of a matha, which is invariably attached to a temple, is usually 

decided by the reigning mahant, his decision committed in writing or announced in the 

witness of others, if the m ahant dies suddenly, the issue may be settled by the mutual 

consent of the disciples. However, Sinha and Saraswati (1978:74ff.) comment that 

practically every matha in Banaras, of whatever denomination, has been involved in legal 

disputes at one time or another over property.74 They also note that m ahants often have 

histories of affiliations and initiations into more than one akhada,'75 sometimes as a 

consequence of internal disagreements. Kane (HDS Vol.2:972-973) also records several of 

the numerous legal disputes that have engaged samnyasFs over the centuries.76 Regarding 

the trusteeship of matha-s and the required comportment of the mahant, there is now a code 

for religiously endowed properties, enshrined in the M adras H induR effg/ous andC harftab/e

73 The oldest and most efficient is the SamnyasT Sanskrl Mahavidyalaya, run by the Aparnath matha and 
established in 1906 by SvamT GobindanandajT Mandale^vara. The students who have passed through this 
institution include not only samnyasFs but also students from the Sikh-derived UdasTn and Nirmala orders. 
Many of the samnyasFs have become eminent Mandale£varas. Sinha and Saraswati (1978:78) note that in 
1957, when the institution celebrated its Golden Jubilee, it emerged that practically all the Mandale^varas of 
that time had been its students.
74 See Katju (1961:233-245) for a lively account of his professional involvement as a lawyer with several 
cases involving property disputes between mathas and mahant-s.
/s Confirmed by the author.
76 Derrett (1974:67) also comments on the frequency with which disputes over the property of mathas end 
up in court. Kane (HDS Vol.2:910-911) cites the remark of Sir T. Strange {HinduLaw, Vol.1, 1839:32) that 
"Hindu law is meagre in its provisions relating to religious endowments", observing that in modern times 
however, courts of India have laid down that an idol is a juridical person capable of holding property, and 
that an idol or a matha is in the trusteeship of the manager of the temple or of the mahant. Taylor (2001:50) 
remarks that legal cases, known as 'debutter" cases, concerning the devata (the technical owner of the 
temple or properety) and the d&ba/t (usually a priest, standing as the surrogate legal owner on the divinity's 
behalf) were extremely frequent at the beginning of the twentieth century in the civil litigation before the 
Calcutta High Court.
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1.5 'Paramahamsa’ and ‘Dasanami ’ as categories

A tripartite division amongst the DasanamTs has been discussed. However, it needs to be

considered that in some instances there are branches of samnyasFs and DasanamTs that

are but tangentiaily connected with the core DasanamT tradition. By way of illustration, there

are other matha-s in Banaras founded in the name of well-known param aham sas, notably

Tailanga SvamT and Harihar Baba, but disciples of those orders are not recognised as either

DasanamTs or as param aham sas. Similarly, the final initiation— leading to his n/rvikafpa-

sam adhf-o \ the famous Bengali Tantric, Gadadhara Cattopadhyaya (1836-1886), who

was given the name Ramakrsna Paramahamsa, was performed by Tota Puff, who belonged

to the MahanirvanT akhada. However, the order of samnyasFs founded by Ramakrsna’s

chief disciple, SvamT Vivekananda, has no sectarian connection to the DasanamTs.78 On this

point, there is some need to examine briefly the notion of ‘sectarian connection’ and by

implication the categories of ‘DasanamT’ and ‘param ahamsa

In terms of self-identification, it is primarily the param para, the guru-sfsya

relationship—the ‘vertical’ order—that is paramount within the Indian tradition in general,

and the renunciatory environment in particular. An initiate may be vague or unclear as to

what the identificatory parameters of his or her sect, or branch of a sect, may be, while

certain about their the guru-param para, As an example, we might consider the DasanamT

samnyasFs of the Handiya Baba Yogalaya.79 When asked about which kind of sadhi/Vnsy

are, they will usually say “DasanamT" or “samnyasF ", invariably qualifying the remark that 
"  Mahant-ship and the matha are not alienable or partible, but the mahant may be removed on the 
following grounds: 1, Being of unsound mind; 2. Suffering from a mental or physical defect that renders him 
unfit to be a trustee; 3. Having ceased to profess the Hindu religion; 4. Being convicted of an offence of 
moral turpitude; 5. Breaching the trust bestowed upon him in respect of any of the properties under that 
trust; 6. Misappropriating or wasting funds on purposes or properties unconnected with the institution; 7. 
Diverting funds intended for the benefit of the institution; 6. Conducting an immoral life or behaving in a 
manner likely to bring his office into contempt; 8. Persistent and wilful default in discharging his duties or 
performing his functions under the act or any other law (Singh 1998:90-91).
70 Although Vivekananda publicly identified himself as a monk of the “oldest order of sannyasis...founded by 
Sankara”, there is no record of Vivekananda ever formally taking satpnyasa. Further, he initiated all his 
gurubhaFs himself (in January 1887), with no links to religious structures or authorities of any sort, telling 
them that they were neither householders, nor exactly samnyasFs, but ‘quite a new type’ (Michelis 
2004:79,108,112).
79 The author stayed in this adrama during fieldwork in January during the 2001 Kumbha Mela, in January 
during the 2002 Magh Mela, and was able to interview the resident sadhu-s.
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they are devotees of Handiya80 Baba, who died in 1954.81 Further, some, but not all, 

informed me that they were “Juna akhada ”. The current disciples of Handiya Baba took 

direct initiation into sam nyasa from their guru, Bisnudevanand, who in turn was initiated by 

Handiya Baba. It seems most probable, though I was unable to establish this, that 

YoganandsarasvatT (the guru of the Maharaja of Darbhanga) was initiated into the Juna 

akhada, and hence the current identification with the Juna akhada, even though the current 

disciples of Handiya Baba have not been initiated by, nor do they have anything to do with, 

the Juna akhada. Thus, in terms of their own self-identification, the samnyasFs will say that 

they are DasanamT and, perhaps, Juna akhada, as their lineage traces back through the 

Juna akhada. However, the disciples of Handiya Baba, were not initiated via an akhada or 

a dandf matha, nor are they DasanamT dandFs, param aham sas or nagas, criteria outsiders 

may use for identiying DasanamT samnyasFs. Yet the disciples’ claim to being DasanamT is, 

in their view, legitimised through lineage.

Another example, of which there are many, of a samnyasF lineage which traces its 

ancestry to Sankaracarya, and which might be similarly described as DasanamT, is the 

lineage of the Kailas Asram, founded in 1880 at Muni-ki-Reti, Rsikes. The current lineage 

derives from SvamT Dhanraj Giri, who was born in 1871 (TulT, 2001:5). The resident 

Mahamandalesvara performs traditional Brahmanical rites of initiation for the disciples, who 

are usually Sanskrit students. After the first initiation, as Brahmacaff, they keep the top-knot, 

wear the sacred thread and do /apa. In the second initiation they perform the vfraja-havan 

and have their top-knot removed. They are now unquestionably samnyasFs, and many have 

one of the 'ten names’.82

Sarkar (1958:94) mentions several DasanamT institutions, including the GTta Mandir, 

established at Ahmadabad, Baroda and other cities by SvamT Vidyananda, who was a naga
80 F/and/ya means ‘small clay pot’, which Handiya Baba always carried and in which he collected alms. By all 
accounts he was a great ycgTwho lived simply for around fifty years near TrivenT Bandh, feeding people 
when he could and teaching hatha-yoga techniques for curing the sick. For an account of his life and 
legacy, see Bishnudevanand, 1977.
81 His samadh/ was erected in that year, around which an adrama has been constructed. The resident 
samnyasFs of the adrama perform daily observances and meditation at the samadhf. Handiya Baba learned 
yoga from YoganandsarasvatT, who was guru to the Maharaja of Darbhanga, Bihar, and had four disciples, 
BisnudevanandsarasvatT, BhagvatanandsarasvatT, SahajanandsarasvatT and PunyanandsarasvatT. 
BisnudevanandsarasvatT is said to have initiated twenty-five men, five of whom were his main disciples. Two 
of those, Sadanand and Santanand, manage the property on the TrivenT Bandh, In Daraganj, Allahabad. 
(Two other properties, one nearby and one in the Banda District of Uttar Pradesh, are affiliated,)
82 Interview with Brahmacarya Uttamananda, 4.03.02. For information on the traditions of the Kailas A6ram, 
see Vidyanand Giri (1993).
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of the NirvanT akhada ;83 a m atha at Amritsar, founded by SvamT Krsnananda, and a m atha 

founded at Kankhal by SvamT Bhagavatananda, who joins the nagas of the NirvanT akhada 

at Kumbha Melas. The main connections that tie all these institutions together are linkages 

of guru-param para-s at times of initiation, initiates of one institution frequently being initiated 

by a guru from another institution.

1.6 Naga

During the first stage of initiation, DasanamTs are usually given one of the 'ten names’.84 

Param aham sas may then take a further initiation to become a naga of an akhada. Akhada 

is a technical name for the institutions governing the nagas, and also has the sense of 

‘wrestling ring’ and ‘military formation’, where nagas train for fighting. These arenas are 

separate from the large network of traditional wrestling akhada-s which are training 

institutions with their own history, gurus and organisation.05 A distinguishing feature of life in 

several of the naga akhadas, notably the Juna akhada, is the consumption of very large 

quantities of cannabis, either smoked with tobacco in a c//am  (‘clay pipe’), or eaten or drunk 

in the form of bhang, a preparation of the leaves of the plant.06

At Kumbha Melas, Mahamandalesvaras and usually one or more of the reigning 

Sankaracaryas preside over sam nyasa initiations at large formal ceremonies. However, 

many Mahamandalesvaras are not affiliated to the seven akhadas of the DasanamT order. 

Most are the heads of adrama^s located in north India.87 Around two hundred
03The organisation has a press, GTta Dharma Press, at Banaras,
84 However, an exception are DasanamTs from the Agni akhada, (one of the seven naga akhada-s), who do 
not ever take one of the ‘ten names’. Similarly to the dandfs, they are given one of the four brahmacarf 
names (Svarup, PrakaSa, Ananda or Caitanya), depending on nominal pftha affiliation.
85 See Alter (1992) for an account of Indian wrestling. There are around 150 akhadds in Banaras, and 
around 20 to 30 in surrounding areas. The larger akhadas have 50 to 60 members, most wrestlers being 
relatively low-caste. Akhadas specialise in different techniques, such as weights, clubs or maces. The 
wrestlers’ patron deity is Hanuman.
“ The cannabis is smoked either in the form of dried buds of the female plant (ga/f/a), which is grown in 
many regions of the subcontinent, or in the form of a resin ( carad), rubbed by hand from the buds of the 
female plant. Caras'xs made almost exclusively in the Indian and Nepalese Himalayas. The term hash/sh{for 
cannabis) is used, traditionally, only by Muslims, and refers to a different preparation of the resin of the 
plant, which is manufactured with the use of sieves. Nagas typically begin smoking heavily at 4.00 or 5.00 
a.m, After noon, they usually rest for few hours, resuming smoking in the late afternoon, until evening or the 
early hours of the morning. Usually, they do not smoke for a couple of hours after eating.
87 A survey of most of the camps of the Mahamandalesvaras at the Allahabad Kumbha Mela in 2001 
revealed that their main adrama-s are most commonly situated in Delhi, Haridvar, Kankhal, RsikeS, Banaras, 
Allahabad, Ujjain and Chitrakoot.
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Mahamandalesvaras attended the 2001 Kumbha Mela but only four or five dozen are 

affiliated to the DasanamT akhada-s. Several informants maintained that there were more 

than thirty Mahamandalesvaras affiliated to the MahanirvanT akhada, the largest number for 

any of the akhada-s. Those Mahamandalesvaras who are affiliated to the akhada-s, and 

those who specifically preside over initiations, in the role of aca/ya-guru™  have very little to 

do with the activities or organisation of the akhada-s, only being consulted in extreme or 

unusual circumstances. Many, however, will have spent time as a sadhu in an akhada 

before becoming established as a Mahamandalesvara in charge of an institution.

Traditionally, naga initiation was three years (but sometimes between two and twelve 

years) after the sam nyasa initiation. After samnyasa but before being naga, a sam nyasf 

within an akhada is known as a vastradharf (‘wearer of cloth’). This is in distinction from the 

naga-s who are traditionally naked, only covered with ash from the dhunf 89 These days, 

however, most wear loin-cloths in public, and many wear cloth of the traditional sam nyasf 

orange, or sometimes black. The vthhutf from their dhunfs is one of the most common 

offerings to visiting devotees or pilgrims, who generally believe in its magical and restorative 

properties. These days, naga initiation ususally occurs a day or two after the samnyasa 

initiation. It is performed, usually at a Kumbha Mela, by a m ahant belonging to the akhada 

to which the naga will be affiliated. Naga-s train, to a limited extent, in weapons, fighting 

and wrestling80 in an akhada. The occasion of the Kumbha Mela is the preeminent event in 

the calendar of the DasanamTs, particularly for the akhada-s, when initiations and important 

meetings take place and decisions relating to the activities of the akhada are made. During 

a crisis, such as when a m ahant dies, the members of the akhada m \\ meet and attempt to

88 In most Sanskrit colleges, there are five grades: Entrance; First; Intermendiate; SastrT; Acarya. The title of 
the Acarya Guru derives from his Sanskrit qualification.
89 The 'holy ash’ worn by naga-s is known as v/bhutt (also meaning 'majesty1, 'dignity' or 'superhuman 
power’), or bbabhut, or bbasmfa). Besides its religious associations, ash protects against the cold and 
wards off insects, Although naga-s may use ash straight from a ctbun/ in which no ‘unclean’ wood (such as 
bamboo, which causes itching) has been burnt, ‘pure’ bhasm is made from the faeces of cows grazing in 
the forest. The dried cow-pats are burned, and the ash is mixed with water and filtered through cloth. The 
water and fine-ash mixture is then left to stand for the night, after which the water is decanted. The 
remaining, soggy ash is shaped into balls or lumps, which are placed in a pit walled with other cow-pats, 
and burned again. The resultant ash is a fine whitish powder.
90 Martial training also has a long history in Kerala. The art of ka/ari-payattu was first systematised by 
Brahmans and ksatrfya-s around the eleventh century, during a period of wars between the Ceras, Co|as 
and Pandyas. The kafarf (practice arena) is presided over by between seven and twenty-seven deities, 
including one or more forms of the goddess (usually either Bhadrakaii or Bhagavati), Siva-Sakti combined, 
Ganapati, past gurus who go back to Para^urama and Drona, Hanuman, Ayyappan, and local heroes or 
ancestors (Zarrilli 1998:67-78).
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settle any dispute, which is frequent, over succession or acquisition of the matha he 

previously occupied.

In Banaras, Sinha and Saraswati (1978:82) survey a total of twenty-four naga centres

{akhada-s)?' which are found to house ninety-one ascetics, who are members of one of the

seven major akhadas. The akhadas with the largest membership are the Juna and NirvanT

with membership of thirty-three and nineteen respectively. These are followed by the

Ananda (fourteen), Agni (ten), Avahan (six), NirahjanT (five), Atal (two) and, curiously,

Gudada (two).92 A total of six female nagas are reported, three belonging to the Juna

akhada 93 and three belonging to the Ananda akhada^ Five of the female nagas (or

avadhut/n-s) are reported to have come from Nepal and one from Bengal. All were aged

over thirty-five, and in the akhadas of Banaras they were residing with the males.95

The akhadas are organised according to what is called the pahcayat/ system,

meaning that the organisation is run by elected representatives. One may see at the

gateway of all akhadas throughout India the prefix ‘S rf pane ... akhada Although Sinha

and Sarasvati (1978:196) acknowledge that succession to the leadership of the akhada is

through lineage— being in accordance with the mutual m adhf (lineage)96 of the guru and

successor—they also make a substantial claim about the democratic nature of the akhadas,

stating that in this organisation no decision, great or small, may be taken by a single person

of whatever rank, age or personal achievement. As an example, a letter addressed to the

thanapath7 is opened only in the presence of two other ascetics.

According to Sadananda Giri (1976:27), in the akhadas the relationship between

nagas and their gurus is described as the relationship of s/ddha-sadhaka. He claims that it

81 Fourteen were founded between 1800 and 1968/ five trace their origin to the sixteenth or seventeenth 
century, and five to between the ninth and eleventh century.
92 The Gudada akhada is recorded as having two male ascetics. The mention of this akhada is anomalous 
as I have found no record of it in either other published sources or during interviews conducted in the field. 
It is not currently a recognised DasanamT akhada. Its identity is analysed in the following chapter.
93 A woman naga (originally of French descent) of the Juna akhada, named Santos Giri, has run an adrama 
near Porbandar (Gujarat) for many years. She was initiated by a Sankaracarya and is well known in the 
area. I have not visited her.
94 Female membership of the Ananda akhada is not in evidence currently. Contemporary female naga-s 
belong exclusively to the Juna akhada.
95 Sinha and Sarasvati report, somewhat confusingly, that one akhada is occupied exclusively by female 
naga-s, but supply no further information. It is most probable that females referred to are those in the 
female branch of the Juna akhada.
96 Madhris a technical term for a subdivision within the akhada {see Ch.2.2).
97 One of the more important officials within the akhada with a responsibility, amongst others, for the welfare 
of the tutelary deity of the akhada (see below).
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differs somewhat from the guru-ce/a relationship found in some other sects, whereby the 

disciple is exclusively devoted to the guru, also claiming that in the DasanamT akhada-s no 

one is formally a disciple of anyone else. D andfs, who are outside the akhada, and those of 

the Agni Akhada (one of the seven akhada-s), specifically maintain the guru-ce/a 

relationship, and the usual hierarchy of guru and disciple. In the other akhada-s, however, 

the initiating sam nyasf does not, in the technical terminology employed by the akhada-s, 

become the guru of the initiate, the term 'g u ru ' being reserved for the presiding deity of the 

akhada. A naga is usually attached to a senior ascetic who becomes his sadhaka-guru The 

s/ddha-sadhaka relationship means that the disciple serves a s/ddha-guru, supplying water, 

sweeping, offering pu /a  and so on. In return, the s/ddha-guru looks after the well-being of 

the aspirant.

Notwithstanding the sometimes fierce independence of the naga-s, in practice, 

besides the unique arrangement amongst ascetic organisations for the democratic election 

of mahant-s and other officials—which takes place during Kumbha Melas,98 and which is a 

distinguishing feature of nagasod\s\ life—the important social structures within the akhada-s 

are hierarchical.99 While param ahamsa-s and junior naga-s may serve other naga 

sam nyasfs or m ahants, and this relationship may not be on a unique basis as in some 

renunciate sects, all param aham sa-s and naga-s have their own gurus to whom they afford 

the highest respect. It is not the case that no one is the guru of anyone else, even though the 

arrangements and hierarchy of service within the DasanamT order may differ somewhat from 

other orders. In practice, the sam nyasf usually has five gurus, to whom he usually refers as 

‘guru’, including a d/gam bara-guru if he is a naga. (A naga is also referred to as 

d/gam bara.)100 The highest respect to a human guru is accorded to someone who is 

sometimes known as the sam nyasFs s/ddha-guru, whom he may encounter at any point 

along the renunciate path. Although several commentators have been cited who claim that

98 Witnessed by the author at the 2001 Kumbha Mela.
99 Dazey (1987:557; 1990:309) also endorses Sinha and Saraswati's suggestion that relationships within the 
akhada-s are democratic and non-hierarchical, noting that the naga-s are guru-bhaf s (‘brothers’) under a 
guru, but the real guru of the akhada is the presiding deity of the akhada. However, Dazey (1987:542-544) 
also maintains that “the practice of maintaining a sacred dhunf fire (for cooking and oblations) is unique to 
the naga-s among the DasanamT renouncers": the ‘‘formless guru" of the akhada is said to be the dhunf. 
While it is true that the dhunf is generally regarded as holy, and prayers made to it, one only has to spend 
a short time in any akhada to see both the clear hierarchical ordering amongst naga-s and mahant-s and 
also the enormous respect accorded to the human gurus within the akhada.
100 D/gambara (lit. ‘sky-clad’) is an epithet of Siva and also the name of one of the two main branches of 
Jainism (see Dundas 2002).
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the akhada-s function, essentially, in a non-hlerarchical way, it is evident that clear 

hierarchies of both spiritual and practical authority operate between naga-s and within the 

akhada- s.

In general, naga-s do not beg for alms. While some are actively engaged in various 

forms of minor business, such as selling herbal medicines or religious articles such as 

rudraksa seeds, some few others have semi-clandestine businesses. However, it should be 

emphasised that business is pursued by but a small percentage of naga-s and that stipends 

are paid to all naga-s, usually by the thanapatf of the naga-'s akhada. As a consequence of 

a combination of mercenary, banking, smuggling and other mercantile activity—which is 

outlined in Chapter 7—the sam nyasf akhada-s had, by the middle of the nineteenth century, 

accumulated extensive properties and large sums of money. Many princely states, such as 

Kacch, Jodhpur, Baroda, Indore and Gwalior used to pay money to the akhada-s for 

services rendered in protecting local interests in conflict with external aggressors. 

Substantial income is still generated these days from the land held by the akhada-s, the 

structures of which are the main focus of the following chapter.
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2.1 The akhadas

While DaSanamT dandFs are affiliated to their own monastic matha-s, the other wing of 

the DasanamTs (comprising param ahamsa-s and naga-s) are affiliated to one of the 

seven extant DasanamT akhada-s. In this chapter, the overall hierarchy of the DasanamT 

akhada-s will be considered, and some brief comparisons with akhada-s of other orders 

will also be noted. It is apparent that the DasanamT akhada-s have a radically different 

background to that of the monastic tradition, illustrated in their mercenary activities and 

inter-sectarian conflicts during the previous four centuries.1

Most akhada members are naga} the formation and functioning of the akhada-s 

being fully evident at Kumbha Melas,2 At the Allahabad Kumbha Mela, 2001, a total of 

thirteen akhada-s were represented. These are the extant akhada-s of the subcontinent.3 

Seven of these are the da/va DasanamT akhadas, namely the NiranjanT, Juna, 

MahanirvanT, Anand, Avahan, Atal and Agni.4 Besides these, there are three va/snava 

anFs:5 the Digambara, NirvanT6 and NirmohT, all of which are of the RamanandT order.7

1 See Ch. 7 and Appendix 6.
2 The Kumbha Mela, the largest festival on earth, is attended by the majority of sadhu-s of all orders. 
While there is evidence—-for the last 1500 years—of the periodic gathering of ascetics at what have 
become the four sites of the Kumbha Mela (Haridvar, Ujjain, Allahabad and Nasik), it seems that the 
linking of the four sites (as sites of the Kumbha Mela), and the supporting mythology and astrology, is 
probably not more than around 130 years old. See Bonazzoli (1977); Bhattacharya (1977); Dubey 
(1988); and, particularly, Maclean (2001; 2002). Appendix 3 of this thesis reviews the work of these and 
other scholars.
3Sarkar (1958:107) cites a report by Mr. T. Benson, on the Kumbha Mela of 1882. He describes six 
“sects" of akhadas that were present: 1. NirvanT nagagosa/n-s\ 2. NiraftjanT, associated with the Juna; 
3. Three sects of VairagT; 4. Chota Udasin; 5. Bara Udasin, with the Bandhua (?) akhada. 6, Nirmala, 
with the VmdavanT (?).
4 Members of some of the akhada-s may sometimes be identified by hairstyle, the NirahjanT tying their 
yis/c? (dreadlocks) in the middle, the Juna on the left, and the NirvanT on the right.
0 In va/snava terminology the equivalent of a DaSanamT akhada is referred to as ank (‘army corps’), 
akhada referring to a sub-division of an anf.
6 This akhada should not to be confused with the MahanirvanT DasanamT akhada which is also 
sometimes referred to as the NirvanT akhada
' The RamanandT sa/npraddya is constituted of both lay and ,?^?z/communities, and is one of the four 
current va/snava sampradaya-s (catuh sampradayd), a classification of four va/snava orders that has 
changed twice during the last four centuries. Since 1938, when the RamanandTs split from the 
Ramanujas, the four va/snava sampraddya-s have been constituted as follows (confirmed during 
fieldwork in 2001. For a brief resume of the history and structure of the catuh sampraddya-s, see 
Appendix 4):
1). Sr[ (or Ramanuja or Nathamuni) / Caudah [=14] BhaT Maha-TyagT.
2). RamanandT (or Dakor).
3). HarbvasT (or Nimbarka/SanakadT) / Barah [=12] BhaT Dandiya.
4). SvamanandT (or Gaudiya/Madhva) / Terah [=13] BhaT TyagT.
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(RamanancTf naga-s* are also referred to as BairagT or VairagT). The other three (of the 

thirteen) extant ak/?ada-s are affiliated to the Sikh tradition. Two of these are Udasin 

akhada-s, the Bara (large) Udasin (or Barapaficayati Udasin) and the Chota (small) 

Udasin (or Nayapaficayati Udasin). The other Sikh-affiliated akhada is the Nirmala 

akhada. Both the Udasin akhada-s and the Nirmala akhada are sects which have 

historical connections with the Sikh movement but which nowadays function as 

independent organisations.9 Besides the thirteen,10 previously militant, akhada-s so far 

mentioned, the Naths are another sect which had political and military liaisons with 

various akhada-s in different periods. The Naths, however, camp at a distance from the 

other akhada-s at Kumbha Melas, and bathe later than the other ‘orthodox’ akhada-s" 

Despite the military background of all the akhada-s, these days ‘dharmic’ activity is 

generally emphasised by their main spokesmen, which includes the founding of many 

educational institutions with traditional Sanskrit and Vedic studies.12

The naga-s of each DasanamT akhada revere the bha/a (a fifteen to twenty-foot- 

long javelin), which is engraved with the signs of the respective deities of the akhada-s 

and carried at the front of the arrival and bathing processions (sya h /) at the Kumbha 

Melas by the chief m ahant or by naga-s. The bha/a is usually kept in the headquarters of 

the akhada it represents, but during Melas it is planted in the ground near the temporary

a RamanandT naga-s are generally known as tyagFs, and have a lifestyle and appearance almost 
identical to that of DaSanamT naga-s; see van der Veer (1987:688). A RamanadT disciple wishing to 
enter an akhada has to pass through seven levels before he becomes a va/snava naga, who is known 
as naga-atr/ -. 1. yatn, collects neem-sticks for his superiors, and wanders alone or with the Jamat; 2. 
chord, serves, draws water and makes leaf-plates; 3. handag/dar, looks after food stores, serves food 
and cleans naga-af/7-s’ untensils; 4. huddang, cooks, offers food to the deity, calls “Haffhar’’ (hence 
huddand), carries the insignia and flag of the akhada, masters weapons; 5. mureth/ya, worships deities, 
supervises savak-s, calls “jay” (a sequence of calls uttered before undertaking any work), and is 
experienced in the use of weapons; 6. naga, administers the akhada, worships the deity, protects the 
sampradaya's property, leads the Jamat, and prepares for the Kumbha Mela; 7. at/7, decides important 
issues for the order and guides naga-s. it takes twelve years to become naga, after which he may vote 
in the akhada, as a member of the pa/fc (see Sharma 1998:128-135). Naga-s are organised in four 
divisions (se/r), according to where they were initiated, the divisions being: Haridvaff (at Haridvar), 
UjjaiynTya (at Ujjain), Sagaffya (at Ganga Sagar, near Calcutta), and BasantTya (other places) (van der 
Veer 1988:139).
9 See Appendix 5 for further details.
10 An article appeared in an Allahabad newspaper {/?a/n/k Jagrah, llahabad, 12 January 2001, p. 3) 
annoucing the coming into being of the Akhand akhada, a new akhada instituted by SvamT 
Paramanand, who, along with ten others was made ‘MahamandaleSvara’. The svamf has an ever 
expanding adrama on the outskirts of Haridvar, and is quite well known internationally. Whether the 
akhada attracts many sa/pnyasFs remains to be seen.
11 For the marginal status of the Naths in relationship to other more ‘orthodox’ orders of ascetics, see 
Gupta (2001); White (1996). See Bannerjee (1988) for details of Nath practices. See Vilasnath (1998) 
for Nath parampara-s and mantras. See Ka/yan (TTrtharik) (1997: 580-586) for Nath holy places.
12 See, for example, PurT (2001:198-210) on educational programmes fostered by the MahanirvanT 
akhada.
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shrine for the tutelary deity, at the centre of the akhada-'s camping area.13 During 

processions, the current chief m ahant of the akhada is followed by, respectively, other 

mahant-s, old naga-s" and recent naga initiates {tang to d h j"

According to Sarkar (1958:82), the earliest available information concerning the 

formation of the DasanamT akhada-s comes from an oral tradition that can be dated to 

around 1750, and derives from Rajendra Giri who became famous in the affairs of the 

Delhi Sultanate. All the akhada-s have a hereditary bard (hhat) who can recite the oral 

history of the akhada. Sarkar inspected a manuscript in the possession of the hhat of the 

NirvanT akhada, detailing the foundation of the akhada-s, the succession of pontiffs 

(n/ahants) and the battles that the akhadas fought. He estimated that the manuscript 

could not have been much more than fifty years old, and while admitting that the 

information is unreliable, gives the dates for the foundation of the akhadas, as below. 

Sarkar (1958:83) further cautions that the record (pothk) is from but one akhada and that 

other akhadas may possess quite different records.

Notwithstanding Sarkar’s caution, his publication (1958:82^85) of the putative 

dates of the founding of the akhadas has entered many accounts, albeit inaccurately 

(see scheme below). This is no doubt largely due to the fact that Sarkar’s account stands, 

still today, as virtually the only published account to be based on any kind of written 

record.16 While it is probable that ascetic lineages do indeed go back to the seventh 

century or beyond, firm evidence for the founding of akhadas, and their identity with

13 Each DasanamT akhada has traditionally made use of a ball of ash, known as a go/a. This ball was 
formerly sent to sent kings or military chiefs as test of political allegiance. If the ashes were smeared on 
the forehead, in the way that sadhu-s do, then the recipient was regarded as friendly, but a refusal to 
do so was a sign of enmity. The shape of go/a\s round for the NirahjanT, //hga-shaped for the Juna, 
four-cornered for the NirvanT, and octagonal for the Atal. Many of the sources, previously referred to for 
information on the DaSanamTs, record this historical tradition, Puff (2001:137) provides mantras for the 
go/a. However, from various inquiries made by this author, it is clear that the custom is not current and 
but vaguely understood by contemporary DaSanamT samnyasFs.
14 Naga-s initiated at Ujjain are known as khunk (killer) naga-s, those initiated at Haridvar as barfank{icy) 
naga-s, and those initiated at Prayaga as ra/ara/edvark (lord of the king of kings) naga s.
10 See Ch. 3.3 for an explanation of this term.
16 Puff (2001:83-90), a mahant of the MahanirvanT akhada, also gives the founding dates of the 
akhadas, citing evidence from hand-written poth/s. He claims that the first akhada to be founded was 
the Avahan, in 603 v/kram(V. S.), the other akhadas subsequently. His information on the dating and 
some other details concerning places is almost identical to that provided by Sarkar. (Puff's dating 
reflects his belief that Sankara was born in 44 BCE.) However, having provided precise dates for the 
founding of the akhadas and a list of the founding samnyasFs, he remarks (p. 89) that some people 
are doubtful about the founding dates. But, he maintains, it is certain that the MahanirvanT akhadawas 
established by the sixteenth century, even though according to his earlier account it was founded in 
805 V. S. by eight mahapurusas connected with the Atai akhada. In evidence, he cites a battle in Bihar 
in 1664 CE between Aurangzeb and the MahanirvanT akhada, who had come from Banaras.
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lineages organised by Sankara, cannot be found before the sixteenth century.17 

Concerning the question of when orders of fighting samnyasFs may have been 

organised, it seems most probable that between the late sixteenth and eighteenth 

centuries, a variety of political factors—that are explored in Chapter 7—led to the 

formation of various akhacfa-s of fighting ascetics, including the Udasin, Nirmala, Dadu, 

BairagT (RamanandT) and DasanamT orders, notwithstanding the letter’s claims to greater 

antiquity. It is suggested that during this period when the akkada-s formed, the 

DasanamTs also formed their own distinct (and orthodox) identity, comprising ten 

lineages form quite disparate backgrounds, one group comprising lineages from the 

monastic tradition, and the other group comprising lineages with a Nath or ‘heterodox’ 

background. Beginning in the latter part of the sixteenth century, for the first time there 

are recorded conflicts between the akkadas, most frequently between DaSanamT- 

samnyasFs and BairagTs16 over bathing priorities at me/a-s and rights to collect taxes 

from pilgrims. Despite rules being fixed concerning bathing priorities in the early 

twentieth century, fierce conflicts have persisted.19

u Intriguingly, all the akhada-s possess voluminous written records, mostly concerning financial 
transactions recorded on parca (birch-bark), which are not available for inspection even to relatively 
high-ranking officials within the akhada
18 A conflict between samnyasFs and Sufis is also recorded (see Dah/stan 1843, Vol.2:231).
19 See Hardwicke (1801:309-347); Dah/stan {^43, Vol.2:196-197, 231); Nevill (1909a:254); Russell 
(1916, Vol.3:152); Sarkar (1958:99); Ghurye (1964:177); Smith (1966:57); Abu-l-Fazl (1972:422-424); 
Burghart (1983:374); Al-Badaoni (1986, Vol 2:94-95); Rai (1993:25-26); Lochtefeld (1994:597); Pinch 
(1997:10-16); Lamb (1999); Purl (2001:81); Maclean (2002:58); Nandan (2002:12, 58). The reports of 
conflicts detailed by these authors is summarised in Appendix 6.
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AKHADAS20 supposed founding dates 21(Vikram Sarnvat - V. S.)22 and Tutelary Deities

1. NiranjanT. 960 V. S. [1904 CE]23 (Karttikeya), founded in MandavT (Kachh,

Gujarat), Head Office in Prayaga (Daragahj), affiliated to Anand, contains perhaps

3,000samnyasFs and 500 naga-s, Branches in Nasik, Omkaresvar (Madhya 

Pradesh), Haridvar, Ujjain, Udaipur, JvalamukhI (Himachal Pradesh), KasT.24

2. Juna, 1202 V. S. (Dattatreya [previously Bhairava]), founded at Karn Prayaga 

(Uttaranchal), affiliated to Avahan, Head Office in KasT (Hanuman Ghat), 

containing perhaps 4,000 to 5,000samnyasFs, mostly naga-s. Branches in Nasik, 

Ujjain, Omkaresvar, Junagadh (Gujarat), Haridvar, RameSvaram, Prayaga, 

Sffnagar (Kashmir), Sri Lanka,25 Kathmandu (Nepal).

3. MahanirvanT.26 805 V. S. [1749 CE] (Kapila Muni), founded at Garhkunda 

(Palamau Dist., Bihar),27 affiliated to Atal, Head Office in Prayaga (Daragahj) 

contains about 1,000 samnyasFs and 200 to 300 naga-s. Branches in

20 The author visited the headquarters of all the DaSanamT akhacfa-s in Allahabad and Banaras for 
inquiries (during January and February 2002), and other branches in Haridvar, Omkaresvar, JvalamukhT 
and Junagadh. The information concerning the regional branches of the akhada-s is based partly on 
fieldwork, with some additional points on the supposed founding places and branches provided by 
Sinha and Saraswati (1978:85). The information on the regional branches of the akhada-s relates to the 
most important branches. There are also many small mathas or temples owned by the akhada-s that 
may be administered by a single functionary of an akhada, which are not mentioned. From a number of 
quite unsatisfactory enquiries, an approximate estimate of the number of initiates is also given.
21 Dates according to Sarkar (1958:82-90).
“ To convert traditional (Vikram Sarnvat) dates (as contained in manuscripts) to Roman dates: for the 
first nine and a half months of a Vikram year, subtract 57 years; for the remaining two and half months, 
subtract 58.
23 Sarkar’s scheme combines traditional dates, and in the case of some akhadas, the addition of 1,000 
years, indicated in the square brackets [ ]. Sarkar believes that the Portuguese system of reckoning, 
which adds 1,000 years to traditional dates, had not been taken into account by the bards. However, 
the reckoning is inconsistent: adding 1,000 years to the supposed founding date of the NiranjanT 
akhada, given as 960 V. S., would, according to Sarkar’s calculation, be 1903 CE, yet the presence of 
the NirahjanT akhada was reported at the Kumbha Mela of 1840 by a Protestant missionary (Sinha and 
Saraswati 1978:86). See also Sadananda Giri (1976:22); Tripathi (1978;70); Sinha and Saraswati 
(1978:85); Dazey (1987). Their repetitions are in several instances erroneous or different, adding 
unreliability to an account that was already declaredly unreliable. According to the Hindi newspaper, A / 
(,Mahakumhha V/desahk, 14 January 2001), the founding dates (CE) of the akhadas are Avahan, 547, 
by Misc Giri and DTnanath Giri; Atal, 647, by VankhandbharatT, SagarbharatT and SivnarayanbharatT; 
NirvanT, 649; Anand, 855, by Ketha Giri and RameSvar Giri; NirafijanT, 904, by MaunT Sinh and 
Sarajunath Purusottam Giri; Juna, 1060, by Mohkam Giri, Sundar Giri and MaunT Digambar; Agni, 1149 
[no founder mentioned]. Keemattam (1997:83) cites dates from Pavan Tpiha Hrstked by VamSidhar 
Pokhriyal (RsikeS: SrT Bharatmandir Praka^an 1986:35): Juna 1202; Avahan, 1547; Atal, 1646; 
MahanirvanT, 1749; Ananda, 1856; NiranjanT, 1904.
24KaST designates the Old City, around which the larger town of Banaras (Varanasi) has developed.
25 No specific place is mentioned.
26 The akhada is usually referred to as the MahanirvanT to distinguish it from the vaisnava NirvanT 
akhada which is one of the three naga akhadas of the RamanandT order.
“ Other sources give the founding place of the akhada as Baijnath, Bihar.
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Tryambakesvara (Nasik), Omkaresvar, Haridvar, Ujjain, Udaipur, JvalamukhT,

Bhar (Akola), Kuruksetra (Haryana), KasT.

4. Anand, 912 V. S. (Surya), founded at Berar, Head Office in Ka&i (Manikarnika 

Ghat),28 contains several hundred samnyasFs, with perhaps 500 to 600 naga-s. 

Branches in Tryambakesvar (nr. Nasik, Maharashtra), Pune, Satara 

(Maharashtra), BarefT (Uttar Pradesh.), Rampur (Uttar Pradesh), Gvalior, Mirzapur 

(near Banaras), Betul (Madhya Pradesh), Barabanki (near Lucknow).

5. Avahan, 603 V. S. [1547 CE] (Siddh Ganesa),29 Head Office in KasT 

(DasaSvamedha Ghat), containing several thousand samnyasFs, mostly naga, 

Branches in Bhuj (Kacch, Gujarat), Bodh Gaya (Bihar), JvalamukhT, Haridvar.30

6. Atal, 703 V. S. [1646 CE] (Adi Ganesa), founded at Gondvana, Head Office in

KasT (Katuapura). Branches in Tryambakesvar, Baroda, Ujjain and Haridvar. 

Smallest of the akhada-s with less than 1,000 samnyasFs.

7. Agni, 1426 V. S.31 (Gayatrl), Head Office in KasT (Raj Ghat). Branches in 

JQnagadh, BarelT, Ahmadabad, JhansT, Haridvar, SamastTpur (Bihar), Bhopal, 

Indore, Ujjain, Jamnagar (Gujarat) and Tryambakesvar, containing 1,000 to 

2,Q00samnyasFs.

The DasanamTs akhada-s have particular ties with each other, though they are not 

historically invariable.32 The leading akhada-s, in terms of members and property, are the 

NirafijanT and Juna, the Juna being the oldest and having the largest number of naga-s, 

The other two akhada-s that have a high percentage of naga-s are the NirafijanT and the 

MahanirvanT. The seventh akhada, the Agni akhada, is supposed to have been founded 

in 1368 CE and has fifteen branches. As the other akhada-s, it is nominally da/va in 

orientation. All members are life-long celibates and refer to themselves as brahmacarF, 

distinguishing themselves, by that name, from the other akhada-s. {DandFs also refer to

themselves as brahm acarF to distinguish themselves from other DasanamT samnyasFs.)
28 While the KaST branch is officially the headquarters of the Anand akhada, the branch at BarelT (U.P.) is 
more frequented and active. At the time of the author’s visit to the KaST branch there was only one 
resident sadhu
29 It is unclear where this akhada is supposed to have been founded.
30Sinha and Saraswati add to this list, "sundry centres in South India", without being specific,
31 This date is supplied by Sadananda Giri (1976:42) with no reference, but maintained by several 
samnyasFs in the akhada.
32 Sinha and Saraswati (1978:84) note that after the 1954 Kumbha Mela the Juna and NirafijanT came 
closer together. Relations between the NirvanT and Atal are said to have become somewhat distant 
owing to a dispute concerning the_ selection of a female MandaleSvara. The current ties between 
akhada-s are: Avahan and Juna; Anand and NirafijanT; Atal and (Maha) NirvanT. The Agni akhada 
always functions independently.
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themselves as brahm acarF to distinguish themselves from other DasanamT samnyasFs.) 

Being known as brahm acarFs means, also, that members of the Agni akhada ^omo, at 

least theoretically, from a Brahman caste. Unlike the other akhada-s, which are 

comprised largely of naga-s, none of the members of the Agni akhada are naga. The 

Agni akhada is not connected to the madhF33 network of the other akhada-s and only 

attained equal status with the other samnyasFakhada-s in 1971 when, during the Adha 

Kumbha Me/a at Prayaga, Brahmacaff PrakaSananda was installed as the 

Mahamandale&vara of the akhada. There are currently three Mahamandalesvaras 

affiliated to the Agni akhada, the acarya-guru residing in Amarkantak (Madhya 

Pradesh).34 Unlike in the other akhada-s, a guru will take only one ce/a, in the manner 

common to many other renunciate lineages. SamnyasFs of the Agni akhada do not take 

one of the usual DasanamT 'ten names’, instead taking one of the names of what they 

describe as brahm acarFgotra-s, namely Ananda, Caitan, Svarup or Prakasa.

Besides the seven akhada-s mentioned above, some commentators dissuss other 

akhada, none of which are now recognised amongst DasanamTs. These akhada-s have 

been either confused with another branch of the DasanamTs, are now defunct, or are 

what seem to have been branches of Naths. Ghurye (1964:106-108) states that besides 

the usual six akhada-s, there are four other akhada-s\ the Agan, Alakhiya,35 Sukhada and 

Gudada akhada-s, all of which are said to be attached to the Juna akhada. He also 

considers it is possible that three ‘akhada:s’, the Sukhada, Ukhada and another so- 

called akhada,; the Rukhada, mentioned by Wilson (1861:148-149)—who also mentions 

the Bhukada and Kukada akhada-s but gives no details—are perhaps all to be 

considered as just one akhada, the Sukhada, which seems to have been an order of

33 See following section.
34 The Agni akhada \s nominally under the jurisdiction of the Dvaraka p/tha, and traces its origin to the 
four sons of Brahma: Sanaka, Sanatkumara, Sanandana and Sanatana, dividing its members 
(theoretically) between three areas: NarmadakhandT (Narmada), Uttarakhand! (northern), and Naisthika 
(‘faithful’). Some dandF-samnyasFs reported to the author that the Agni akhada functions as the 
akhada for the dandFs. However, this is denied by the samnyasFs of the Agni akhada.
35 The Agan akhada (recognised by Ghurye as a cognate of the Sanskrit term agn/) is said not to be 
connected with "proper" DaSanamTs or naga-s. Even though the Agni akhada did not gain full status as 
an akhada until 1971, it seems highly unlikely that the Agni sub-branch did not consider themselves as 
DasanamTs at the time Ghurye was writing, in the early nineteen-fifties. (Sinha and Saraswati (1978:86) 
note that the Agni akhada was built in Banaras in 1957.) Ghurye admits puzzlement over the Alakhiya 
akhada, noting that they beg for alms and carry long tongs. By way of clarification: the Alakhiyas may 
be seen at any large assembly of akhada-s. They usually wear hats embellished with peacock feathers 
and have rope coiled around their waist over a tunic. They are often married and might be considered 
as a sub-sect of the DasanamTs. A particular role they have is to sing and drum at me/a-s, sometimes 
proceeding from one dhunF to the next, collecting flour and money for the akhada in skull-shaped 
coconuts {kapa/d), singing on such themes as samnyasF life, God, and the delights of cannabis 
intoxication.
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Naths.36 Sinha and Saraswati (1987:82-83) also include in the list of DasanamT akhada-s 

the Gudada akhada, said to have been founded in Ka§T in 1617, on the evidence of an 

inscription. This brings Sarasvati and Sinha’s total number of DasanamT akhada-s to 

eight.37 However, the Gudada akhada also appears to have been a sect of Naths.38

Several scholars have suggested that some of the naga lineages of the akhada-s 

may have derived from Nath, Siddha or similarly Tantric-influenced orders.39 Sinha and 

Saraswati (1978:92) discuss the possibility of Nath antecedents,40 and note that at the 

sam adhf of Bhatrhari, in the fort at Chunar, Naths and samnyasF-s from the Juna akhada 

take turns officiating as priests and m ahanfs. They mention the common worship of both 

Bhairava and Dattatreya by the Naths and the Juna akhada (who previously worshipped 

Bhairava, but now Dattatreya), the use of and reverence for the dhunF (sacred fire) by 

both naga-s and Naths, the common but not universal use of earrings, and the fact that 

many names that occur in the list of m adhfs contain the ending ‘nath’ (see Appendix 7). 

While it seems probable that Naths and the DasanamT lineages of the akhada-s had 

some kind of common ancestry, it should, however, be cautioned that reverence for the 

dhunF is not exclusive to the two orders. However, it will be argued that the structure of 

the DasanamTs, in the form into which it evolved in the last few hundred years, is partially 

a consequence of the integration of quite radical ascetic lineages within the order, many 

of which could have had common ancestry in Nath or Tantric’ lineages. It could be that

“ Grierson (1916:866-867) also discusses the RUkhada, Sukhada and Ukhada divisions, believing them 
to be branches of the Kanphata order of yogfs (Naths or Nath-Siddhas). For accounts of the Naths, 
see Briggs (1982); Gold and Gold (1984); Bannerjea (1983; 1988); Vilasnath (1988): SrTvastav (1994); 
Gold (1996; 1999); White (1996; 2001). See also Chapter 7.
37 They add that the Gudada and Agni akhada-s are not considered as having the same status as the 
other six akhada-s, and that they perform "certain functions” for the other akhada-s. The Gudada 
akhada is stated to perform mortuary rites for the other akhada-s. Enquiries at and near the address 
supplied by Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:248), at Pitambarpura, KaST, failed to establish their previous 
existence there.
“ Wilson (1861:148-149) and Briggs (1938:10-11) state that the Gudadas wear the earrings ora piece 
of wood passed through the lobe of the ear, as worn by the Kanphafas. Briggs adds that in one ear 
they may also wear a flat copper plate with the imprint of Gorakhnath. They carry a small metal pan in 
which they burn scented wood, This is carried when begging. They are said to belong to the Aughar 
sect of Saivites founded by a DaSanamT named Brahmagiri, through the favour of Gorakhnath.
39 Dazey (1990:303), for example, comments that the naga-s were most likely a separate sect of gaiva 
ascetics who were converted to adva/ta philosophy and incorported into the DasanamT fold early in the 
mediaeval period. However, he does not expand on this point.
40 See also Dazey (1990:305-306); Rigopoulos (1998:97). Visuvalingam (1989:159, 213 fn. 15) 
incorrectly attributes the view to Lorenzen (1972:46) that the DaSanamTs may have been KapaiTkas 
converted by Sankara. Lorenzen castes doubt on that claim, first made by Ghurye (1964:104), 
particularly on the issue of the putative transition from the Kapalika faith {s/d) to Vedanta. There are also 
connections between the DaSanamTs and the Udasins, the latter also having historical associations with 
the Naths. All three sects worship the dhunF arid adhere to adva/ta philosophy. There is also a tradition 
that a DasanamT samnyasF Bhakta Giri was the first to take initiation from SrT Cand, the founder of the 
Udasin panth (Sinha and Sarasvati 1978:138).
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the adoption of Dattatreya to supplant the previous tutelary deity, Bhairava,41 

represented the integration of radical ascetic lineages within a newly constituted and 

orthodox DasanamT order.

2.2 MadhF-s and dava-s

Six of the seven DasanamT akhadas (excluding the Agni akhada ) are essentially the 

main organisational bodies for the DasanamT naga-s, and comprise a network of a total 

of fifty-two madhFs (a ‘small hut’ or ‘temple’ in Hindi), which function as lineages within 

the DasanamT akhada-s. There is some inconsitency in the available literature 

concerning the identity of individual madhFs and their significance.42 DandFs, being 

outside the akhada system in terms of allegiance and organisation, do not recognise the 

madhF classification. As mentioned previously, within the overall DaSanamT structure 

there are essentially two main lineage traditions which, as we will see, come together 

during initiation procedures. One set of lineage traditions is constituted within the madhF 

s of the akhada, comprising the naga-s, many of the param aham sa-s and associated 

samnyasFs. The other set of lineages is represented in the monastic traditions of the 

dandFs. The lineages of the akhada-s are also known as nadvam d (‘sound’ lineage), as 

it is the m antra-guruw ho initiates the samnyasF into the akhada. 43 The other lineage is 

known as the v/raja vamd, The v/raja-hom a—which is examined in Chapter 3.3—is an 

essential feature of DasanamT initiations, performed by an acarya-guru who is a 

representative of the monastic tradition.

The term madhF may have derived from the term matha,44 and it has been 

suggested by some commentators that there were fifty-two principal matha-s before the 

six naga akhada-s were formed. PurT (2001:58) claims that the fifty-two (or fifty-one) 

madhFs are based on fifty-two centres (kendrd) that were adjacent to the fifty-two dakta- 

pFtha-s,45 but that precise information connecting the pFtha-s to the madhFs is not 

available. He also comments that in colloquial langage, a sakta-p/jha  is referred to as 

devFkFmadhF {madhF of the devF). While acknowledging the Vedanta philosophy of

41 Most commentators agree on the change of tutelary deity, but I have been unable to establish exactly 
when that took place.
42 See Appendix 7 for lists of madhfs and dava-s.
43 See Ch. 3.2.
44 Ghurye (1964:106) maintains that madhfxs a vernacular diminutive of matha.
45 For an overview of SaktFpFtha-s, see Sirkar (1973) Tattva/oka (1994); Ka/yan (Ff/thahk) 
(1997:515-527).
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Sankara, PurT also maintains that Sankara worshipped Srf-v/dya (Tantra), and wrote 

related works. These days also, particular samnyasFs are said to "worship the devf ”, in 

other words, engage in some kind of Tantric practice.46

The fifty-two madhFs are further divided into either four or eight divisions (dava),47 

each of which has several mahanFs. Dava means ‘claim’ and derives from voting 

procedures within the akhada whereby madhFs within a dava have equal voting rights 

during the process of electing officials and mahanFs within the akhada This takes place 

at Kumbha Melas, for all akhada-s, every three or six years, when all official positions 

within the akhada are subject to election. This is the only time when the dava-s have a 

practical significance.

Naga-s and the other samnyasFs of the akhada trace their lineage through the 

mahanFs of the dava-s, who belong to a particular m adhf Unlike the complete account 

of fifty-two distinct madhFs and eight dava-s, presented by several commentators, not all 

madhFs are currently represented at Kumbha Melas. Whereas the madhFs represent 

‘real’ lineages of gurus and disciples, the dava-s are units of administration that function 

at Kumbha Melas for voting purposes. The madhFs are lineages of gurus, mahanFs and 

sadhu-s who, through association and initiation, transmit doctrines, practices and 

esoteric knowledge. Lineages of such a kind in the Indian tradition are generally 

notoriously complex given not only the problems inherent in hagiography but also the 

manifold tendencies of lineages to both subdivide and also, in some cases, amalgamate. 

A guru might have several disciples, one or several of whom may form a sub-lineage, 

with perhaps the same name, say Giri or PurT, and to a greater or lesser extent be 

affiliated with other sub-branches within the family to which an initiating guru may have 

belonged. Every non-dand f DasanamT matha is headed a m ahant whose lineage will 

be traced, at least theoretically, to a m adhf.48 The madhFs are usually referred to by

number, thus, for example, as the fourth or thirteenth madhf. Initiates know from the
46 In a recent personal communication, this was confirmed by a westerner who was initiated into the Juna 
akhada'm March 2001. His nagagwu and associates perform Tantric rites at their Himalayan adrama.
47 See Appendix 7.
48 However, PurT (who is affiliated with the MahanirvanT akhadd) also accounts (2001:58-59) for all the 
‘ten names’ within the madhf scheme, despite the fact that the specifically dandf lineages, namely 
TTrtha, ASrama and Sarasvati (and half of the BharatTs) are usually not classified within the madhf 
system, as the dandf tradition is distinct. According to PurT:
1. TTrthas merged with two madhf-s of the Giris.
2. A^ramas merged with two madhfs of the Giris. Thus, the original twenty-three madhfs of Giris were 
augmented by four madhfs, comprising TTrthas and ASramas, giving rise to the twenty-seven madhfs of 
Giris.
3. Aranyas merged with four madhfs of the Puffs. Thus, the original twelve madhfs of Puffs were 
augmented by four madhfs of Puffs.
4. Parvatas, Sagaras and SarasvatTs have no madhfs.
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number which m adhf and hence lineage is being referred to.49

It can be seen at a Kumbha Mela how the arrangement of the m adhfs and dava-s 

is represented spatially. (It has been described to the author as representing a yantra) 

When camping at the Kumbha Mela, there are four ropes attached to the roof of the 

small, temporary temple housing the m urtf of the akhada. The ropes lead in the four 

cardinal directions, each divided sector (dava) representing groupings of the various 

m adhfs. Representatives of the m adhfs are put forward during election to offices within 

the akhada. At Kumbha Melas, the cfhunFs of the sadhu-s are arranged in lines, all 

cfhunFs being positioned in one or another of the four (or sometimes eight) sections 

(dava) of camping area of an akhada. (The dhunfs are also referred to as m adhfs.) 

Sadhu-s belonging to a particular m adhf will be camped in an area alongside sadhu-s 

from that m adhf or a related madhf. The related m adhfs constitute a particular dava or

49 The fifty-one (or fifty-two) madhfs currently are constituted as follows:
Twenty-seven of the madhfs are Giri; in one group are thirteen madhfs (UsqmXY\-pant//}\ and in 
another group, fourteen madhfs (Aparnatfr-pant/f
One other madhf attached to the Giris is known as the chota madhf. (The activities of the members of 
this madhf are not regarded entirely favourably by other DaSanarnT-SamnyasTs.)
Sixteen of the madhfs are Purls.
Four of the madhfs are BharatTs 
Four of the madhfs are Vanas,
One madhf is Lama.

The Lama madhf mentioned in the lists does not figure in the contemporary constitution of 
active DasanamT lineages. However, one explanation (Lai PurT 2001:58, 73) is that the Lama madhf 
was instituted in Tibet by one Ved Giri, whose guru is believed by some samnyasfs to have been 
Padmasambhava (=Kamal Giri: as in Sanskrit, kama/a and padma both mean 'lotus’), According to 
tradition, Padmasambhava—the famous Tantric yogf and s/ddha—was initiated into Buddhist Cakra- 
Yogaby a dak/nf came to Tibet in the eighth century at the invitation of King Khri-Strong-lde-brtsan in 

order to assist the establishment of the first Buddhist monastery and to suppress local deities, and was 
the putative transmitter of the Bardo Thodof. During the twelfth century there appeared the first signs of 
an order identifying itself with the first diffusion of Buddhism, calling itself the rNying-ma Order, the 'old 
order5, and retrospectively claiming the s/ddha Padmasambhava as its founder (see Govinda 1960:190; 
Skilton 1997:188), As a s/ddha—who have a collective religious heritage spanning Nath, Mahanubhava, 
Buddhist and Tantric traditions—it is not inconceivable that a lineage of 'Naths’ deriving from 
Padmasabhava became the Lama madhf though Padmasambhava is hagiographically ubiquitous.

The division of the madhfs (as above) is accepted, with minor differences, by most 
commentators. However, PurT (2001) disagrees with Ram PurT on one point. According to Ram PurT it is 
the SarasvatTs who constitute one of the car madhfs (the other being the BharatT), while according to 
PurT, the two car madhfs constitute the BharatTs and Vanas.
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section of the akhada™

Initiates in particular m adhfs may be grouped together as a pan th f (meaning: 

‘follower or master of a particular sect’). Thus, for example, amongst the m adhfs of the 

Giris there are two subdivisions, known as the Meghnath p a n th f and the Aparnath 

pa n th f Initiates of m adhf number four and m adhf number ten belong to the Aparnath 

panthf, whereas the m adhfs of the Giris which are grouped under the RamdattT and 

RddhinathT dava-s are included within the Meghnath panth f In essence, the panth fs  are 

simply another indication of historical lineage.51

PurT (2001:58-59) maintains that the m adhfs were instituted “some generations” 

after Sankara, but observes that there is disagreement about when that was. He believes 

that m adhfs were organised by the disciples of the four main disciples of Sankara, the 

earliest being the Giri m adhfs that were instituted in the tenth century CE, followed in the 

next couple of centuries by the other m adhfs. According to PurT, an important figure in 

the early organisation of the m adhfs is Vaikuntha PurT, said to have been alive between 

968 and 988 CE. PurT’s information derives from two written records, thought to be 

around four hundred years old. An extensive account is also provided (pp. 61-85) of the 

dozens of lineages deriving from the four main disciples, who are attached to one of the 

four amnaya-s (connected to the four pftha-s), This information is said to be derived from 

a p o th f that is 250 to 300 years old, in the possession of the hhat of the akhada.

50 At Kumbha Melas the camping arrangements for the Juna akhada are as follows: members of the 
sixteen lineages (so/ah madhf) of Puffs camp to the right of the entrance to the camp, in the north-east 
quarter; members of fourteen of the lineages of Giris (caudah m adhf) camp in the north-western 
quarter; members of thirteen lineages (terahmadhf) of the Giris camp in the south-west quarter; 
members of the four BharatT and SarasvatT lineages (carmadhf) camp to the left of the camp entrance, 
in the south-east quarter. Camped separately are the chota madhf who, anecdotally, are described as 
the naga ‘mafia’. Often residing near railway stations, they are said to be armed and to have an 
extensive information network.

The four mahanFs of the the Juna akhada camp at the four corners around the centrally 
located astadhatu-murti(image made from eight metals) of Dattatreya, the tutelary deity of the akhada. 
In the central area around the shrine, the weapons and strong-box of the akhada are kept. The four 
sacred javelins (Pha/d) of the akhada-s are planted here: the Dattaprakada Bha/a from Ujjain; 
Suryaprakdda Bha/a from Prayag; Candraprakada Bha/a from Nasik; and the Bha/romprakada Bha/a 
from Haridwar. According to tradition, there are also four dhunfs: Dattamukhf Ujjain; Suryamukhf 
Prayag; Ajayanegf Haridvar; and Gopa/, Nasik (see Dad Nam Vams tfrks).
01 90% of a settled caste of samnyasfs (all Giris) living to the east of Kathmandu, in Kattike (see Bouillier 
1976; 1979) belong to what they describe as the “Aparnati thar" (Bouillier 1979:106), which is clearly a 
legacy of the Aparnath panthf. In their community thar functions essentially as a marker of exogamous 
lineage, which is, naturally, particularly important for marriages. While 75% of their marriages are with 
those from the other thar to be found in Kattike, the Ankhari, Bouillier (1979:179) remarks that, 
although her list was not complete, she was informed of five functioning thar-s, the "Durganati, Ridhinati, 
Aparnathi, Ankhari and Bodhla". With the exception of the Ankhari, the other four thar-s feature (see 
above) in the conventional classification of the madhfs of the Giris.
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However, despite Puff’s claims regarding the antiquity of the m adhfs and akhada- 

s, there is no real evidence that can be adduced that dates back more than three or four 

hundred years. The lineages (m adhfs) of the akhada-s may in some instances have had 

a geographical connection—such as, for example Giris, Puffs, BharatTs and Bans52 

(Vanas)—but these lineages appear to have been subsequently projected back through 

a param para originating with Sankara and his four disciples.

2.3 Functionaries within the Sff Pane DasanamT akhada organisation

Having examined the the overall structure of the akhada-s and their lineages, in this and 

the two following sections, the general hierarchies and bodies of authority within the 

DasanamT order will be considered.

The most important body within the organisation of the DaSanamT akhada-s is the 

Sff Pane63 which consists of a group of naga-s and usually four or sometimes eight 

mahanFs (see below) from the akhada. ‘Sff Paine’ is also a formal appellation preceding 

the name of the akhada and may be seen on the proscenium-style arch at the entrance 

to an akhada. Representatives to the Sff Pane are elected from all the groups of m adhfs 

within either four or eight of the dava-s, depending on the constitution of the akhada, and 

as we have seen, only theoretically represent all fifty-two m adhfs. Some of the m adhfs 

are these days effectively defunct and most akhada-s are divided into four dava-s, the 

exception being the MahanirvanT, which is divided into eight dava-s. The author’s 

inquiries during fieldwork indicated that despite the fact that the constitution and 

decision-making processes within the akhada-s are somewhat more anarchic than some 

of the commentaries might indicate, a hierarchy of authority within the akhada-s is 

universally recognised.

The Sff Pane has been compared to the parliament of the akhada-s. It gives the 

orders for initiating naga-s at Kumbha Melas, settles disputes between matha-s and 

individual naga-s. During Kumbha Melas the assembly of naga-s is known as the 

Sambhu Pane, which, ultimately, has the highest authority within the akhada. However, it

52 Sadananda Giri (1976:36) notes that the titles 'Giri’, ‘Puff’, 'BharatT' and ‘Vana’ are found in the 
modern lists of both the ten names’ and the madhf-s. From this he infers that these four ‘groups’ of 
samnyasfs helped to create the naga organisations, most probably in the Mughal period as forces to 
counter Muslim aggression. Vanas, Aranyas, Parvatas and Sagaras ‘‘roamed alone” and did not initiate 
disciples, and hence these names have become rare, while the Giris, Puffs and BharatTs increased their 
numbers through initiation.
“ The akhada-s spell paffd with a short ‘a’.
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is only operational (as the Sambhu Pafic) for the duration of the Kumbha Melas. During 

the time between Kumbha Melas it is the Sff Pafic which has the highest authority 

regarding administrative affairs, even though the members may be travelling. The Sff 

PalTc has its own flag, deity and insignia but members do not usually own any significant 

personal property or have any permanent habitation. However, some members of the Sff 

Pane, particularly mahanFs, may own properties, such as matha-s or adram as, which 

may be a part of an extensive landholding. In some akhacfa-s the Sff Pafic may itself, as 

a body, own land and properties.

All seven DasanamT akhada-s have their own Sff Pafic, to which officials are 

usually elected every six years, during either a half or full Kumbha Melas. All akhada-s 

follow this practice. The election is based on representatives selected from the dava-s. 

The number of posts within each akhada varies according to the size of the akhada, in 

terms of the number of properties it owns and the number of current initiates, but the 

positions are hierarchical. The highest position in an akhada is held by a single 

sahhapatf (the ‘president’ or ‘chairman’), who presides over all the activities of all 

regional branches of the akhada. Under him, in order of hierarchical descent, are: d rf 

mahanFs and mahanFs; their assistants (karharfs or adhfkarfs)\ thanapatf-s who 

manage the akhadas properties (the temples and m athas)\ secretaries;54 pu/arFs\ 

kotvaf-s who are armed guards who also circulate information about the election of 

mahanFs and karharfs at Kumbha Melas, and ko tha rfs (or hhandarf), who manage the 

daily supplies, such as food items, needed by the akhada. In the larger akhada-s, 

notably the Juna and MahanirvanT, two other officers, known as dhunTva/as, may be 

elected to the Sff Pafic. The dhunfva/a circulates decisions reached collectively by the 

Sff Pafic to the Jamat, Jamat being the name for a group of travelling DaSanamTs who do

54 All my informants used the English word ‘secretary’ to refer to this post, rather than the Hindi term, 
sac/v, a term common in bureaucratic circles.



60
not live in an akhada?*

In normal circumstances, any matha is presided over by a mahant, who is the 

spiritual head of the institution, succession typically passing to a disciple of that guru. 

While the m ahant rules over the m atha by legal right {hak), the dn-m ahant is elected, 

and rules by consensus. Mahant-s and srT-mahants may both sit side by side on the 

gadd fbu t it is the m ahant of the matha who usually has a more permanent position. The 

karban oversees daily practical affairs of an akhada or matha for the mahant, and will 

be in charge should the m ahant be away.

The Sff Pane elects a number of thanapatfs (landlords’) who manage the

akhada 's properties. They should be naga-s or retired mahant-s and are usually older

ascetics. A thanapatf may be in a position inferior to one he previously occupied. The

collective ownership and management of property by up to eight thanapatfs, who also

have a limited period in that role, is to prevent dissent over the management and

ownership of property.56 The Sff Pane, being the highest collective body of authority

within the akhada, has, theoretically, the right to dismiss the thanapatf managing the

affairs of the properties of the akhada. Depending on the size and occupancy of any of

the properties administered by an akhada, there will be a corresponding number of

thanapatfs, secretaries and other officials. For example, in 1996 the MahanirvanT

akhada was administering twenty-six properties (PurT 2001:151-163),57 the main matha

at Allahabad having eight sp-m ahants, eight ka/barfs, three secretaries and three

thanapatf s. At Khankal, Haridvar, there are two secretaries and five thanapatfs. Atypical

^ There are a number of direct parallels between the organisational structures of the DasanamT and 
vafsnava RamanandT (BairagT) orders, one being the 52 madhks of the DaSanamTs and the 52 cfvam-% 
of the RamanandTs. Another is the panc-samskar initiation (see Ch. 3.2). There is also a very similar 
hierarchy of functionaries within both orders (see Burghart 1976:63-72; Sharma 1998:94—95). At the 
top of the hierarchy of a typical, large RamanandT chavnr(‘temporary lodging’ or ‘troop cantonment’, 
equivalent to an akkadd) is the mahant, followed by two adhfkans (who administer the functioning of 
the organisation); one kotbarf (storekeeper); five puyarPs,\ three ('^ (sp ec ia lis ts  in three different 
Ramayana-s)', one kotvaf\ two prasad/~a-s\ three Jaf-bhar/a-s (assistants); and twenty-five bhandarFs 
(cooks). The officers of a BairagT m andate regionally organised unit) are: dn-mabantf adbikarf raso/ya, 
yafbharfand kotvat BairagTs are members of a mandat by virtue of their kutF{adrama/stbab\ being in that 
area.

The hierarchical order within the Nirmala akbada is also similar (see Oberoi 1997:125, who cites 
Mahant Dial Singh, Nfrmafa Pantb Da/dan, Amritsar, 1952:323-337): “the akhara needs to maintain a 
touring unit and this shall be always made up of a maximum of 50 and a minimum of 20 Nirmalas. Such 
a unit will always have the following officiants: a head Mahant [a post below that of the Sff Mahant], a 
Granthi, a Pujaff, a Pandit or GianT, a Kothaff, two Karbaffs, and a Sff Bhandaff".
56 However, according to Sadananda Giri (1976:32) the thanapatf traditionally occupied his office for 
life, having received a letter with the seal of the akbada.
&'A t Banaras (two properties), Allahabad, Kankhal (Haridvar), OmkareSvar, and Ujjain; in Maharashtra, at 
Akola (two properties), Lareganv (Wardha), ParbhanT (two properties), and Tryambakesvar; and at 
JvalamukhT (H.P.), RsikeS (two properties), Nagpur, KarnalT (Badauda), AmkareSvar (Barauda). 
Kuruksetra (five properties), Dehra Dun (U.P.), SffathjT (Baliya, U.P.), and Udaypur (Rajashan).
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small matha, such as at JvalamukhT, has a single thanapatf8

The Jamat, also referred to as the JhundT (‘small flock or swarm’ in Hindi) or 

JhundT Pane, is elected by the Sff Pafic and travels for most of the year, except for the 

four months of the rainy season, carrying its own flag, deity and insignia, which are 

borrowed from the Sff Pafic. The Sff Pafic also selects someone from the Jamat to be a 

m ahant within the Jamat, the selected m ahant being directly under the authority of a £n 

m ahant of the akhada. The travelling Jamat may consist of ex-m ahants, naga-s and 

vastradharfs (i.e. param aham sa-s), all of whom may have joined willingly or been sent 

travelling by the akhada. Members of the travelling Jamat may stay somewhere and 

establish a new m atha which will recruit new members to the order and send them to the 

akhada\ox training. Within the akhada, the Jamat is the second highest authority after the 

§ambhu Pafic.59 It is under the Sambhu Pafic during the Kumbha Mela, and under the Sff 

Pafic at other times. Overseeing the activities of all thirteen akhada-s (including the 

seven DasanamT akhada-s) is a body known as the Akhil Bharatiya Akhada Parisad,60 

based in Haridvar, which meets to decide various practical and policy issues.61

2.4 Mahamandalesvaras

Affiliated to the akhada-s are one or several Mahamandalesvaras (‘Lords’ of the area).62 

The author was informed by a variety of sadhu-s, officials and Mahamandalesvaras, that 

presently the akhada-s with the largest number of affiliated Mahamandalesvaras are the

“ At the time of research (2001-2002), the Juna akhada at Banaras had: 1 sabhapatf, 2 dn mahants\ 2 
ka/barFs; 2 secretaries; 4 thanapatfs; 4 kotvats; 2 pu/arF% 1 kotharF. The Atal akhada at Banaras: 1 
sabhapatf, who is also dffm ahant as well as secretary; 1 mahant; 1 kotvat who is also thanapatf; 1 
kotharF The Avahan akhada at Banaras: 1 sabhapatf; 1 secretary; 1 drf mahant Agni akhada at 
Banaras; 1 sabhapatf; 1 secretary; 1 thanapatf, who is also kotvaf\ 1 ^rF mahant \ 1 pujan \ 1 kotharF',
1 bhandarF
59 Sadananda Giri (1976:27) remarks that: “When a disciple first comes into the Akhada, he is sent out 
with the ‘Jamat’ group, to roam about, see the country [and] to gain experience, In this way his good 
qualities are developed and he becomes fit to lead a life in the community. Eventually such people 
become the heads of the Akhadas. Sometimes after training they become head of the ASrama of the 
Sfddha-Guru. From many places the Akhadas recruit wayward boys. In this respect they have reshaped 
the life of many unruly boys, and saved them from becoming thieves and dacoits. When these boys 
come into the Akhada they are made into good sannyasfnsby rigorous training."
60 Each akhada controls an average of a hundred religious bodies, such as mafhas, temples and 
adramas (Jaffrelot 1996:471).
61 One decision taken quite recently was that the akhadas should not become involved in any overt or 
covert ‘religious’ activity (Dutt 2001). Whether this decision has any binding effect remains, however, to 
be seen.
62 Mahamandalesvaras usually have lengthy titles, a typical example being, 'Sffmat paramhamsa 
parlvrajakacarya brahmnista ananta 6ff vibhusita 3rT annapurna pTthadhi£vara mahamandaleSvara SrT 
svamT vi£ve6varananda giri ji maharaja vedantacarya’.
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MahanirvanT and NirafijanT, with up to thirty affiliated Mahamandalesvaras.63 While many 

Mahamandalesvaras are affiliated to the various akhada-s, usually only one—or, 

occasionally, up to four—is directly involved with an akhacfa in his role as acatya-guru 

(or acatya-m aham anda/esvara) for the akhada, presiding over a part of the samnyasa 

rite. Only the acarya-m aham anda/edvara-s may give dfksa, which is the only time when 

they usually come into contact with the akhada. Even though Mahamandalesvaras may 

indicate an affiliation with a particular akhada, sometimes indicated on the sign over the 

gateway to the camp or adrama, in most instances the title is essentially honorary, as, at 

some time in the past, the Mahamandalesvara’s matha m \\ have broken away from the 

akhada Mahamandalesvaras often own large adrama-s and deliver public lectures on 

Vedanta and related religious topics to large audiences, particularly in the rainy season. 

Many of them have the office bestowed upon them during a ceremony at a Kumbha 

Mela.64 The Mahamandalesvaras are the heads of a hierarchy within the monastic 

tradition, which is essentially independent of the hierarchies that operate within the 

akhada-s, except at times of initiation.65

Mahamandalesvaras have essentially replaced the former preeminence of the 

acarya-s. H. H. Wilson, writing in 1861, makes no mention of them in the DasanamT 

order, and Sadananda Giri (1976:50-53) concludes that their office has only developed 

in the last sixty years or so. He remarks that there used to be only three acatya-gurus, of 

the NirafijanT, Juna and [Maha-] NirvanT akhada-s, and that the acatya-guru-s used to 

accompany the akhada-s for the baths at the Kumbha Melas. (The three smaller akhada- 

s, the Anand, Avahan and Atal, still accompany the three larger akhada-s to the baths.) 

Although these days each akhada has its own affiliated acatya-guru, this has not always 

been so. PurT (2001:133) remarks that the Atal and MahanirvanT akhada used to share 

an acatya-guru, but that since 1922 the Atal akhada created an independent acatya-

guru. PurT provides a param para  of twelve Mahamandalesvaras (as acatya-gurus) for
63 Sinha and Saraswati (1978:98) list eight MandaleSvaras, including one Acarya MandaleSvara, for the 
MahanirvanT akhada, whereas PurT (2001:136-137) lists twenty-nine Mahamandalesvaras affiliated to 
that akhada.
64 The acatya-guru, who is a Mahamandale6vara, of each akhada is often a resident of a particular 
matha. Thus, for example, Sinha and Saraswati (1978:98), discussing the residences of the 
Mahamandalesvaras of Banaras, note that the Acarya-MandaleSvaras of the MahanirvanT akhada 
always reside in the Govinda matha, those of the NirafijanT in the DurbeSvara matha, and those of the 
Juna akhada in the Mrtyufijaya matha.
65 To give one example, the current Acarya MahamandaleSvara of the Juna akhada is SvamT 
Avde§ananda Giri, who was elected at the 1998 Haridvar Kumbha Mela. SvamTjT started and heads an 
organisation called Prabhu PremT Sangh, the headquarters being in Kankal, Haridvar. It has twenty- 
eight aSramas throughout north India, and is dedicated not only to spiritual uplift but also to the 
education and feeding of the poor and destitute (see www.prabhuprem.org.in), SvamTjT has wrtten 
around a dozen books and lectures frequently.

http://www.prabhuprem.org.in
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the MahanirvanT akhada, which, realistically, would perhaps go back around 150 years. 

Misra [A m /t Kafr&kha 2001:103) maintains that it was during the period when the Jyotir 

p/thawidiS moved to Dholka in Gujarat that a decision was made by the Dholka aca/ya 

that each akhada should have its own acatya mahamanda/esvara. It is uncertain when 

the Dholka prtha  was first established (certainly after 1776), but the Jyotir p/tha  was 

reestablished in 1941, which means—if Misra is correct—that the arrangement whereby 

each akhada has its own acatya-m aham anda/esvara came into existence before 1941.66

The title of ‘MahamandaleSvara’ clearly derives from the feudal role performed by 

rulers in the process of state formation during the early mediaeval period.67 The institution 

of the Vijayanagara Mahamandalesvara is evident in the parallel role of the 

Mahamandalesvaras of the DasanamT order, whereby these heads of monastic matha-s 

are nominally under the instruction and command of the main m atha-s controlled by the 

reigning Sankaracaryas. It seems that from hundreds of years before the time of Sankara 

(eighth century CE), until the last century or so, it was partsads of learned Brahmans 

who adjudicated on doubtful points of religious conduct, and prescribed appropriate 

penances (Kane HDS Vol.2:971-974). Only rarely were heads of m atha-s asked to 

decide. During the time of Maratha domination, the king or minister consulted the 

Brahmans in holy places such as Paithan, Nasik and Karad on religious matters and only 

rarely consulted the heads of matha-s. This arrangement prevailed until the time of the 

British, and it was only at approximately the beginning of the nineteenth century that 

mahant-s and such authorities as the £ankaracaryas—who occupied, for example, the 

gaddFs of the Sankesvara and KarvaTra m athas in Maharashtra68 — have claimed almost 

exclusive jurisdiction in such matters. The adoption of the title of ‘Mahamandalesvara’

“ Sinha and Saraswati’s account (1978:96) of an anecdote related to them by an informant from the 
Juna akhada may throw some light on this issue. According to their informant, around a century ago 
naga-s used to give the highest honour to dandFs, whom they regarded as their gurus. At that time, the 
dandFs used to initiate the paramahamsa-s and naga-s into samnyasa. The naga-s used to carry the 
palanquin of the Sankaracarya, who is considered to be the spiritual head of the DasanamT samnyasFs. 
However, a dispute arose when the dandFs, who are Brahman hrahmacarFs, cast doubt on the purity 
of the paramahamsa-s and naga-s. Henceforth, the dandFs refused to initiate the paramahamsas and 
naga-s into samnyasa. As a consequence, the institution of acarya-guru arose, whereby a 
MahamandaleSvara from a monastic tradition, and who may also be a dandr, will initiate paramahamsas 
and naga-s at a Kumbha Mela.
67 For example, from an inscription of 1356 (Ep/graph/a Carnatfca, vol. X, Kolar, no. 222), we learn that 
Kumara Kampana, one of the early rulers of the Vijayanagara empire, and the first son of Bukka I, was 
appointed by his father as the Mahamandalesvara of the Mulbagal region, entrusted with the task of 
extending Vijayanagara rule in the Tamil country. Most of the Mahamandalesvaras were members of the 
royal family in the early period of Vijayanagara rule. By the time of Harihara II, local tax collection 
systems of the village assemblies were bypassed and replaced by directly appointed 
Mahamandalesvaras and other such officials. See Krishnaswami (1964:7,103ff.) for further details.
“ See Ch. 4.4, on DaSanamT pFthas and matha-s.



64
and an extended juridical role of the religious office would seem to indicate a kind of 

reformation or reorganisation of the order as it currently exists.

2.5 Sahkaracaryas

While authority is hierarchical within individual matha-s and akhada-s, at the apex of the 

DasanamT structure are the Sahkaracaryas. Sahkaracaryas are also referred to as 

Jagadguru (‘world guru’), a title reserved for someone with supreme spiritual authority, 

They reside at the m atha-s supposedly founded by Sankaracarya. The land-holdings 

and estates of the larger m atha-s, particularly those of Dvaraka, Kaficipuram and SrhgerT 

are extensive.69 Besides their religious and administrative duties—which include 

participating in initiation rituals at Kumbha Melas—the Sahkaracaryas also adjudicate on 

matters of Dharmadastra. Besides the government court system, parallel systems of 

social justice function in many regions of India.70 In south India, the local caste council 

{kattem and), usually with five members, decides many issues, while others are decided 

by Sahkaracaryas. Gnanambal (1973) provides extensive documentation of numerous 

cases decided by the pontiffs of seven south Indian matha-s, including the Kumbakonam 

and SrhgerT m atha-s (also known as p/~tha-s)P For settling disputes or grievances the 

jagadguru\s assisted by a number of teachers well-versed in the Dharm asastra-s. Cases 

typically involve marriage, adultery and sexual offenses, religious rites and caste 

practice, anti-social acts, change of occupation, pollution, interpreting dastra-s, caste, 

initiation and personal affairs. Complaints from individuals are usually first taken to the 

local pahcayat, and a report elicited, before the case is presented to a matha. Branch 

m atha-s of the Sankara pftha-s have m udradh/karfs who refer cases to the 

dharm adh/ka/T(supervisor), someone who belongs to one of the Sankarite p/Jha-s and 

decides on matters of caste, moral conduct and ritual obligation. Many of the cases are 

also considered by the Sankaracarya. Although complaints are brought to the pPtha and 

adjudicated, the p/Jha-s never actively pursue cases in the role of prosecutor. The 

punishment dispensed in cases which are adjudicated is seldom harsh, typically

69 See Venkataraman (1959:132-166) for details of the landholdings, shrines, temples and revenue of 
the SrhgerT Samsthanam (‘institution’). Revenue derives from around fifty villages in surrounding districts. 
Net revenue in 1959 was 33,000 Rs. The samsthanam also owns around fifty buildings, temples and 
shrines throughout India. The JagFr{land donated by a ruler) enjoyed by the p/tha for 600 years was 
abolished in 1950 by the inam Abolition Act and became a ta/uka, with a tahsF/afar as the civil 
administrator (Gnanambal 1973:8),
70 See Lariviere (1993).
”  Some DaSanamT matha-s are also known as pftha-s: see Ch. 5.4.
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involving a small fine, forms of social exclusion or purification and expiation ceremonies. 

Only rarely, usually in cases of sexual misconduct, is someone excluded from the 

community. T hepffhas  have considerable authority, particularly among some sections of 

Brahmans.

In this chapter, the structure, organisation and hierarchies within the akhada-s has 

been examined. As noted in the previous chapter (1.6), several commentators72 claim 

that the akhada-s are in some respects democratic and non-hierarchical. However, it is 

evident from our consideration of the organisation of the akhada-s, that the akhada-s are 

essentially hierarchical in terms of authority and decision making. Conflicts between the 

akhada-s were referred to,73 illustrating the radically different character of the militant 

wing of the DaSanamTs from that of the monastic tradition. Yet it remains to be explained 

how the Sahkaracaryas—the preeminent heads of the DaSanamI monastic tradition—are 

integrated within a structure that incorporates the militant akhada-s. This is illustrated in 

initiation procedures, the main topic of the next chapter.

72 See, for example, Sadananda Giri (1976:27); Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:196); Dazey (1987:557; 
1990:309).
73 See Appendix 6 for further details.
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In this chapter, the procedures of renunciation are considered. A brief comparison 

between the earliest texts that provide details of renunciation procedures and a recent 

account of these rites illustrates the remarkable continuity in sam nyasa rites for around 

two millennia. However, several points which are not apparent in the ancient accounts 

are revealed in the detail provided for contemporary procedures. Firstly, at least one 

officiating guru is required to perform the rite of renunciation for the candidate. In a 

modern anthropological context, such facilitation not only liberates the renunciate from a 

prior social identity, but, as indicated in the Introduction to this dissertation, the same 

sam nyasa rite also simultaneously initiates the renunciate fn to the renunciate lineage of 

the initiating guru: the samnyasa rite has two aspects, constituting both a renunciation of 

one social order, and an initiation into another social order, that of a renunciate sect. 

Another key component of this chapter is the illustration of how the militant wing of the 

DasanamT order is ideologically linked to the monastic wing, via the auspices and 

participation of a high executive of the monastic wing (frequently a Sankaracarya) in the 

initiation of param aham sa-s and potential naga-s during the sam nyasa rite.

3.1. Renunciation procedures

The earliest extant account of Brahmanical injunctions for the renunciate and 

renunciation procedures is to be found in the Dharm asutra of Baudhayana (2.10.17-18; 

2.17.10-41),1 the earliest portions of which may be dated from around the beginning of 

the third to the middle of the second centuries BCE. There seem, however, to have been 

a significant number of later interpolations in the text, most probably including the section 

on renunciatory rites.2 It is in the Dharm asutra of Baudhayana that the term samnyasa 

first appears in dharma literature. Other extant Dharm asutra texts also deal at some 

length with the life of the renunciate;3 those of Gautama (1-36), Apastamba (2.9.21,1-17) 

and Vasistha (10.1-31).4 These writers frequently quote from unnamed sources (Olivelle

1 Kan© (HDS Vol. 2: 953).
2 See Olivelle (1999:xxx-xxxiii). Kane (HDS Vol.1:52) tentatively dates Baudhayana to 600-300 BCE.
3 For a resum6 of the rules concerning the life of the renunciate provided by these and later texts 
dealing with samnyasa, see Appendix 8.
4 Rules for 'fourth-a£ram£ yatts (or par/Vrajaka-s or samnyasfs) also appear in various purana-s. See, 
for example, Kurma-purana {II.28); Narada-purana (1.27.92—106; 11.43.123-127),
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1977:21 tn. 4).6

According to Baudhayana (2.17),6 renunciation may be performed by a widower or 

by someone who has settled his children in their respective duties. It is also prescribed 

for people over seventy years of age or for a forest hermit who has retired from ritual 

activities.7 During the procedure,8 the candidate internalises the sav/trrm antra? deposits 

the sacred fires in himself,10 and utters the pra/sa m antra "  "I have renounced! I have 

renounced! I have renounced!” A significant omission in Baudhayana’s account is the 

absence of reference to anyone who assists, supervises or instigates the samnyasa rites: 

a guru is not mentioned. The candidate of Baudhayana’s text would need to have 

knowledge of the procedures of renunciation for it to be performed. This aspect is crucial, 

as it is initiation by a guru (who has a lineage), through the performance of correct rites, 

that validates samnyasa,

The earliest known Brahmanical text devoted specifically to renunciation is the

sKane (HDS Vol. 1:989-1158) lists over eighty works dealing exclusively with renunciation. Unfortunately, 
most stiil remain in manuscript form and little work has been done on editing the texts, Until Olivelle's 
(1977-1978) editing of VasudevaSrama’s Yatkf/?armapraka£a, a text dated to between, most probably, 
1675 and 1800, the only other mediaeval treatises on renunciation to have been published were 
ViSveSvarasarasvatT's Yatidharmasamgraha and Vidyaranya’s Jfvanmuktiv/veka.
6 For the translation of the Dharmasutra-s, see Olivelle (1999). See Appendix 9 for an abridged account 
of the procedure.
' Also, it is meant for Safinas and Yayavaras who are childless, These are people who were originally 
two types of Vedic sacrificer. The former maintained a stable residence, whereas the latter were given to 
wandering. Together they constitute a category of Vedic sacrificer who is distinguished from the ordinary 
householder (see Olivelle 1993:162).
8 A slightly different version of the initiatory rite is given in the Va/khanasa Smartasutra, and reference is 
made to several of its elements in the ManuSmrt/($.38), Yajffava/kya Smrtf (3,56) and V/snu Smrti A) 
(see Olivelle 1977:37). It is also described in most Samnyasa Upan/sads (see Olivelle 1992) and is 
substantially similar to accounts found in later, mediaeval, texts on renunciation.
9 RV 111.62,10, also known as ‘entry into sav/trP or the gayatrf mantra: "Om Earth! I enter SavitrT. That 
excellent [glory] of Savitr OM Atmosphere! I enter SavitrT. The glory of god we meditate. Om Sky! I enter 
SavitrT. That he may stimulate our prayers" (tr. Olivelle 1999:204). This mantra is the most sacred mantra 
of the Brahmanical tradition. It is imparted at initiation ( apanayand) when the youth becomes a twice- 
born and a full participant in the religious life of the Brahmanical community. See Sharma (1988) for the 
religious use and symbolism of the gayatrf mantra \x\ contemporary Hinduism.
10 One of the central motifs within the complex of ideas concerning renunciation in the Brahmanical world 
is that the external fires become internalised, as the renouncer’s breath. In most sources the internalised 
fires are identified with the breath or with the five breaths, but in the An/nf-upantsad (2) the external 
fires are deposited in the stomach and the gayatrf mantra in the fire of speech. The internalisation of 
the fires is accompanied by the relinquishing of ritual paraphernalia into the fire or water.
11 The/?/»&? is the technical term for the mantra, 'I have renounced’ and constitutes an essential feature 
of the renunciatory rite. Olivelle translates it as 'Call'. Pra/sa is a technical term in Vedic ritual vocabulary, 
and within that context it refers to the formulae used by Adhvaryu priests to perform specific procedures. 
It is unclear why this formula was given that technical appellation (Olivelle 1992:95; 1995:67 fn. 26).
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Yat/dftarmasamuccaya of Yadava Prakasa,12 written in the twelfth century.13 While it is 

evident that Brahamanical texts on renunciation are generally of va/snava persuasion, 

more than other mediaeval works on asceticism, the Yat/dharmasamuccaya integrates 

ascetic life into the ritual life of the Brahmanical va/snava tradition (Olivelle 1995:17).14 

Yadava Prakasa (4.1-49) details the rites of renunciation, primarily according to 

Saunaka.15 As a preliminary practice before initiation, the so-called krcchra16 (arduous) 

penances are to be performed (4.2), followed by draddha oblations (4.2,4,26).17 A crucial 

feature of sam nyasa is that, unlike the ordinary people, the dead sam nyasr does not 

become a ghost but is united immediately with the ancestral spirits. The draddha-s 

usually performed for a dead person in a ghostly state (&kodd/stadraddhd)} and the 

customary rite of offering p/nda  a year after the death of a relative (to six generations of 

ancestors), do not need to be performed for the sam nyasr who has performed his own 

sraddha™  The sav/M m antra is then internalised, followed by a night’s vigil. After bathing

12 According to tradition, Yadava PrakaSa was the adva/ta-Vedar\X\s\ teacher of Ramanuja, whom he had 
plotted to kill after Ramanuja’s challenge to his own adva/ta philosophical view. Yadava Prakasa 
subsequently converted to Ramanuja’s more devotional v/d/stadva/ta (qualified non-dualism) philosophy 
and became his disciple. Ramanuja was the founder of the first orthodox va/snava order of ascetics, 
known as the Sri sampradaya, one of the four extant va/snava sampradaya-s. It is also believed that 
Ramanuja climbed the gopuram of the Visnu temple in Gostipura, and shouted out, for all to hear, 
including dudra-s, the secret eight-syllable samnyasr mantra he had just received from Gostipurna 
(Ramakrishnanada 1959:151-155).
13 See Olivelle (1995). See Olivelle (1976-1977; 1986-1987) for other mediaeval texts on renunciation, 
several of which refer to a work called Brahmanandf--a lost work—which seems to have been a basic 
text (Olivelle 1976:25).
14There are numerous references throughout the text to Visnu, his emblem, offerings to him, and to the 
renouncer as Visnu: 2.51, 65; 3.6, 10, 53; 4.28, 35; 5.23-24, 32-33, 76-81, 91-142, 260, 293; 6.64, 
68, 81, 203-4, 223, 229-314; 7.65-66, 89, 100, 108; 9.25, 45-58; 10.11; 11.28.
1!> He also cites eight other authorites: Baudhayana, Vasisfha, Katyayana, Jamadagni, Kapila, Jabaii. 
Angiras and Likhita.
16 Four krcchra penances constitute what is technically known as a prajapatya penance, which consists 
of taking one meal a day for six days—a morning meal for the first three days and an evening meal the 
second—eating what is received unasked during the next three days, and fasting during the last three. 
A single krcchra penance— also called padakrcchra (‘quarter penance’) at Ya/fiava/kya Dharmadastra 
3.3.18—is to perform the same four austerities for only one day each (Olivelle 1995:60), In Gautama 
Dharmasutra (26) three kinds of krcchra penances are described, involving progressive restrictions on 
eating over twelve days, finally only drinking water, The following chapter (27) describes the candrayana 
(‘lunar’) penance, whereby a lunar month of dietary control is observed, progressively decreasing and 
increasing food intake. The sequential rules of the krcchra also apply to this penance.

First to the gods, second to the seers, third to the divine beings, fourth to male ancestors, fifth to 
female ancestors, sixth to human beings, seventh to the elements, and eighth to the self. Kane (HD§ 
Vol. 2:932), commenting on the Nrsfmha Purana, remarks that the eight draddha-s are: da/va (to Vasus, 
Rudras, Adityas); arsa (to the ten sages, including Maffci and others); d/'vya (to Hiranyagarbha and 
Vairaja); manusya (to Sanaka, Sanandana and five others); bhaut/ka (to five bhuta-s, prthvf, etc.); 
paftrka (to Kavyavad fire (?), Soma, Aryaman, p/tr-s called Agnivatta etc.); matrdraddha (to ten matr-s, 
such as GaurT, Padma); afmadraddha (to paramatmah).
18 Technically, the draddha rites, wherein gods and ancestors are invoked, are essentially a component 
of, or supplement to, what might be translated as full funeral rites, known as antyest/ (see Parry 
1982:84; Prasad 1995).
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at first light, the candidate performs the morning fire sacrifice, reciting the Great 

Utterances19 and the hymn, "Swift runs the river of delight..." (RV IX.58). He should feed 

some Brahmans and make oblations to the fire, saying: “To the in-breath, svaha! To the 

out-breath, svaha! To the diffused breath, svaha! To the top-breath, svaha! To the middle- 

breath, svaha!” After this he recites the Purusa-sukta (RV X.90), offering a piece of 

firewood, ghee and porridge to the fire at each verse. He then makes further oblations to 

Agni Svistakrt (the aspect of the fire-god that ‘makes a sacrifice properly offered’), makes 

presents to his teacher (of a cow, a bowl of ghee or anything else) and recites verses 

from the Ta/tt/nya-aranyaka (11.18.1) and the Ta/tt/nya-brahm ana (11.5.8.8), depositing the 

fires in himself. He should then stand before the fire or in water and recite the pra/sa

m antra three times softly, three times in a medium voice, and three times in a loud
20voice.

One of the most detailed accounts of initiatory procedures is contained in 

Vasudevasrama’s Yat/dharmaprakada,21 a va/snava orientated adva/ta work of the late 

seventeenth or eighteenth century,22 which contains one of the first textual references to 

the ‘ten names’ (66.14—15) of the DasanamTs.23 Following Baudhayana (11.17.11), 

Vasudevasrama maintains (3) that five items are obligatory for the renouncer (8.25): 

either a single or a triple-staff, a braided string to loop around the mouth of a water pot to 

carry it, a water strainer, a water-pot and a begging-bowl. The triple staff was usually the 

kind carried by va/snava renunciates, and the single kind by da/va renunciates. During 

DasanamT renunciation procedures, the sam nyasr is given a loincloth, and a single staff, 

which is abandoned shortly if the sam nyasr is affiliated to an akhada, but maintained by

18There are either three or seven Great Utterances {vyahrt/), denoting 'worlds': bhuh, bhuvah, svah,
with the addition of mahar, Janas, tapas, satya{see Olivelle 1995:63 fn. 13),
20 Yadava Prakasa also includes injunctions (4.40-48) for those who wish to renounce in the face of 
imminent death or mortal danger. If the man is able, he may perform the proper procedure, otherwise he 
may simply recite orally the pra/sa mantra. If he is unable to do that he should just mentally abandon 
attachments.
21 Vasudevasrama was acquainted with fifteen works dealing with dharma, four of them particularly with 
renunciation: Vidyaranya's Jrvanmukt/'-viVeka, Yat/dharmasamuccaya and Pranavamfmatpsa {a 1360), 
and ViSveSvarasarasvatT’s Yat/dharmasamgraha (early sixteenth century), also known as the 
Yat/dharmasamuccaya. Besides the latter works and VijhaneSvara’s work on dharma, M/taksara 
(1100-1120), VasudevaSrama was most influenced by the advatin philosopher, 
MadhusQdanasarasvatT, the pupil of ViSveSvarasarasvatT: he cities his Sfddhantabthdu (46.12-14). 
VasudevaSrama also cites or refers to the works of Sankara (8th cent.), SureSvara (8th cent.), 
PrakaSatman (c. 975), Vacaspati Mi§ra (c 980), Sarvajhatman (c. 1027), Vidyaranya (<?. 1340-1360), 
MadhusQdanasarasvatT (1540-1647), NrsimhaSrama (mid-16th century), RamatTrtha (mid-16th century) 
and RarigojT Bhatta (c. 1575) (Olivelle 1977:28).
22 In the final section (73) of his treatise, Vasudevasrama describes himself as a Paramahamsa 
renouncer, the pupil of Sri Govindasrama, who was the pupil of Sri RamakrsnaSrama.
23 See Olivelle (1976; 1977) for the full text. See Appendix 9 (Olivelle 1977:38) for a resume of the 
procedures. For references in bold type in this and the following paragraph, refer to Appendix 9.
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dandF's, In his commentary on the Brhadaranyaka-upan/sad (111.5.1),24 Sankara 

maintains that a renouncer should give up all rites and ritual instruments, such as fire, 

top-knot and sacrificial cord, a position maintained by later adva/tm -s. One may easily 

distinguish DasanamI from other sadftu-s (notably va/snavd} by the absence of the top

knot, which is removed during initiation. Vasudevasrama makes several references to 

shaving the head (5), some non-specific (8.3; 9.10), and another (21.39) clearly stating 

that the top-knot should be retained. However, during the subsequent procedures for 

renunciation, the renouncer discards one by one the symbols of his ritual life: the sav/tn 

formula and the sacred fires (which are internalised), sacrificial utensils, sacred thread 

and top-knot.

The abandoning of all emblems and rites became one of the points of contention 

during the mediaeval period between adherents of the adva/ta philosophy of Sankara, 

and those of the v/s/stadva/ta philosophy of Ramanuja, who believed that, at least, the 

sacrificial cord should be maintained. One of the issues underpinning this debate is the 

v/d/stadva/ta contention that knowledge alone cannot cause liberation and that action 

should accompany the quest for knowledge. This is in contrast to the adva/ta position 

that all action should be abandoned and that knowledge alone brings liberation. Unlike 

many other commentators on renunciation, the adva/t/n Vasudevasrama was not biased 

in a sectarian way.25 He does not adjudicate—as had become customary in adva/ta 

orders—over the relative superiority of either adva/t/ds (as the carriers of the single 

staff), or members of one of the va/snava ascetic orders (who traditionally carry the triple 

staff). The type of staff carried had become a self-conscious, emblematic, sectarian 

distinction.26

The final sacrifice a renunciate will make is performed during the satpnyasa rite.
24Trans. by Madhavananda (1965:474-491).
25 Vasudevasrama states that, according to one opinion (64.5-30), the renouncer worships Krsna, 
Vyasa, Samkara, his gurus, Ganapati, Ksetrapala, Durga, SarasvatT, the guardian deities of the 
quarters, Brahma and Rudra. However, others maintain that only Visnu in the form of the da/agrama\s 
worshipped (64.1-35).
26 Olivelie (1993:172; 1995:132) has remarked on the significance of the types of staffs carried by 
ascetics in relation to sectarian hierarchies. In a va/snava text, the Sanatkumara-samh/ta (5,34-38), the 
adva/ta Hamsa and Paramahamsa ascetics are described as carrying a single staff, whereas the ‘higher’ 
classes of va/snava ascetics, the Bhagavan and the Prabhu, carry the triple staff. Va/snava orientated 
texts make frequent derogatory remarks against the da/va acfva/ta ascetics who carry the single staff, 
and not the triple staff (see, for example Yat/dharmasamuccaya 7.71). SrT-Vaisnava ascetics, who 
carried triple staffs, often accused the adva/t/ns of being Buddhists pretending to follow the 
Brahmanical law. However, most Samnyasa-upan/sads and mediaeval legal texts consider the carrying 
of either the single or the triple staff as a feature of the four-fold classification of renouncers and not as 
sectarian badges (Olivelie 1986:43). There is an ‘ideal’ classification of four kinds of renouncer 
{ki/tfcaka, bahudaka,; hamsa, paramahamsa) to be found in many texts, which concerns their different 
emblems and lifestyles. For further details, see Appendix 8.
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Vasudevasrama states (12.6-7; 21.76) that the sacrifice may be to either Agni Vaisvanara 

or Prajapati, reflecting the divergent views on which deity should be the recipient of the 

offering.27 During DaSanamT initiation rites, the final sacrifice is to Prajapati.28 The 

renouncer should then perform the ca ruoblation to Purusa (15) and, optionally, a v/raja 

oblation (16), and should declare the pra/sa (17). (All three rites are central to DasanamT 

procedures and the performance of the vtraja-hom a is crucial.) The renouncer may then 

commit ritual suicide (18) or exercise the option of not doing so. The renouncer should 

take a few steps towards the north until called back by his teacher. The journey to ‘the 

north’ is symbolic of the Great Journey to the Himalayas,29 undertaken without food or 

water, until the traveller died.30

3.2 Current initiation procedures: panc-guru-sam skar

Among the more comprehensive published accounts of formal DaSanami initiation 

procedures are those of Sarkar (1958:63-^81), Sadananda Giri (1976:26-31) and

27 Baudhayana (2.17.23) states that the sacrifice should be to Agni, but the Sa/pnyasa Upan/sad^ 
contain contrasting opinions. The Jaba/a Upan/sad {p) states that though some perform a sacrifice to 
Prajapati, one should not do so, rather the sacrifice should be to Agni. However, the Naradapar/vrajaka 
Upan/sad(138) maintains that the sacrifice should be to Prajapati, and the Katbadrut/ Upan/sad (38) 
that there should be oblations to Agni Vaisvanara, Prajapati and to Visnu (see Satpnyasa Upan/sads, 
trans. Olivelie 1992). Both Manu (6,38) and the Visnu Start/ (96.1) (see Jolly 1991) state that the final 
sacrifice should be to Prajapati. The Kurma Purana (II.28,4) staes that it can be either to Agni or 
Prajapati. Yadava Praka^a (4,31) cites Jaamadagnya, who states that the renouncer should perform a 
sacrifice to Prajapati at which he gives all his possessions as a sacrificial gift to the priests and deposits 
the fires in himself. Apart from the inclusion of Prajapati within a mantra stated by Saunaka, as a feature 
of the satpnyasa rite (4.12), Yadava PrakaSa only once mentions a sacrifice to Prajapati.
“ Concerning the ambivalence of commentators regarding the deity to be the object of the final oblation, 
we might consider a feature of the Vedic Agn/cayana ceremony. Contrasting the generally iconic Hindu 
religious environment with the generally aniconic Vedic religious environment, Malamoud (1998:212) 
remarks that the aniconism of the Veda is not absolute, He discusses several instances, one of them 
during the Agn/cayana ceremony (the ‘piling of the fire-altar'), when a golden statuette is placed at the 
base of the brick structure. This statuette is an image of the sacrificer and also of the two divinities Agni 
and Prajapati, with whom the sacrificer is secondarily identified. Agni and Prajapati are furthermore 
identified with one another within the ceremony itself. The identity of the two deities is frequently alluded 
to in many Brahmanical texts. In the datapatba Brabtnana the identity of the two is continually 
reaffirmed. The traditional, partial identity of the two deities might to some extent explain the 
ambivalence of commentators on renunciation in respect of the deity to whom the recipient makes the 
final oblation.
“ As in the final two books of the Mababbarata.
“ On ritual suicide and the rite of renunciation, see Olivelie (1978).
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Tripathi (1978:7-11).31 However, their accounts do not illustrate the two-stage process of 

initiation.32 All candidates first approach a m ahant of an adrama or a matha, having 

demonstrated a sincere desire to renounce and honour a guru. The first stage of initiation 

for entrants into non-dand f institutions is known as the panc-guru-sam skar ('five guru 

ceremony’),33 while the first stage in dandf initiations is to become a brahmacah\ 

acquiring one of the four dandf surnames,34 Ananda, Caitanya, PrakaSa or Svarupa, 

depending on the organisational affiliation of the m atha from which the candidate is 

taking initiation.35 A brahm acarf generally serves fully initiated sam nyasfs, as, 

theoretically, a dandf is not supposed to touch fire or metal. The second stage—for 

all—is the samnyasa initiation, known as v/dya-sam skar or v/ra/a-havan (ox homd).

During the panc-guru-sam skar the candidate acquires, besides his main guru, 

four other gurus, from either the dandf matha, or from the akhada. The pahc-guru- 

sam skarm&y take place at any time, the samnyasa rite—freeing the candidate from all 

previous social ties—being usually performed at the following Kumbha Mela. Akhada-s 

recruit initiates from amongst those who have been accepted by a matha or 

recommended by an individual or by the Jamat. Akhada-s also admit those who are 

disciples of others outside their order, and individuals who are not sam nyasfs but who 

have served under a naga unconnected with the akhada. The naga may then send a 

potential recruit directly to the akhada. Initiation into the DaSanamTs may also, in some

31 See also Ghurye (1964:105); Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:65); and early ethnographers, such as Rose 
(1914, Vol. 3:348-355) and Anantakrishna Iyer (1930-1931). Sarkar (1958:66) refers to two texts as 
sources for his information, the Sannyas-grahan-psddbatl of Paramahamsa Gopalanand (Banaras 
1941)—which I have been unable to locate— and the Yat/dbarma-samgraba of ViSveSvarasarasvatT 
(Anand Ashram Press, 1909), who was the teacher of the adva/t/n MadhusudanasarasvatT 
(1540-1647). The text of the Yatidbarma-samgraba (also known as the Yat/dbarma-samuccaya) is often 
in whole or in part contained in manuscripts entitled Vidvedvara Smrt/. A work entitled Pabcamadrama- 
v/dbana is a work based on or contained in the Vidvedvara Smrt/, a title of numerous similar but not 
identical texts (Olivelie 1986:21),
32 Sadananda Giri and Tripathi were both initiated into the DaSanamTs, as a paramabamsa and dandf 
respectively. Tripathi describes most of the procedures outlined in the following section. His top-knot and 
sacred thread were removed by his preceptor, the top-knot being thrown into the Ganges, and the 
sacred thread tied to the danda. The climax of his initiation ceremony was when the preceptor 
whispered the pra/sa (or Siva) mantra into his ear.
33 Some o£?/7£?nnstitutions, such as the MacchlTbandar Matha (one of the larger ^ /^ in s titu tio n s , with 
headquarters in Banaras) also perform the preliminary panc-guru-samskar initiation, some time before 
the v/raja-boma.
34 Amongst the dandfs, the guru’s name is referred to as prem-patb, and the d/sya-'s as yog-path.
35 The brabmacarfs I interviewed from the MacchlTbandar Matha of Banaras all took the brabmacarf 
name Svarupa, owing to the matba-’s theoretical affiliation to the Sarada pftbam  Dvaraka.
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rare instances, be directly at one of the main Sankarite matha-s™  for disciples directly 

under one of the four (or five) reigning Sankaracaryas. Some kind of initiation by a 

Mahamandalesvara or DasanamT sadht/xx\ey also be given quite freely to aspirants such 

as roving and inquisitive foreigners.37 However, although a new name, mantra and 

meditation techniques may be given, DasanamTs emphasise the importance of the 

performance of the vt'ra/a-hom a (see below), incumbent on all genuine dandFs, 

paratnaham sa-s and naga-s, before one is truly a satpnyasf. 38

The following details of current initiation procedures are as performed by 

candidates taking initiation into the Juna akhada™  First, the keeper of the akhada 

records, the karbarf, duly records the name of the candidate, whose guru is so and so, 

and that he has paid his dues (frequently fifty-one rupees) to a particular m adhtoi the SrT 

Pancnam Juna Akhada for the maintenance of the chadf (‘mobile shrine’) of Guru 

Dattatreya. The date is recorded according to the Hindu calendar. Candidates, usually as 

a group, present themselves on the appointed day, already shaven, except for the top

knot. A pandit, the guru and the initiate will sit in a triangle in front of the dhunf Uttering 

“Svaha”, oblations of water and flower petals are made, after which the candidate drinks 

pahcgavya, a mixture of cow’s milk, curd, ghee, urine and faeces. The candidate is then 

presented with a bundle, containing a coconut, loin-cloth (/ango tf), sacred thread (Janety 

and rudraksa necklace, wrapped in an ochre cloth (bhagvd) which he places at the feet 

of the guru. Technically, the initiating guru is not considered to be the candidate’s ‘real’ 

guru, as the initiating guru is merely the witness guru, saksf-guru, to the event of the 

candidate becoming a disciple of Dattatreya, the Lord of Yogis.

Besides the initiating guru (the mantra-gunJ), who is effectively the main guru,

there are four other gurus from the same akhada pxosonX, who, with appropriate mantras,
30 Sawai (1992:155) observes that at the time of his research at the Srhgeri matha, in 1984: "There are 
in Srhgeri currently only three samnyastns including the senior Jagadguru {mahasatpnidhanam in 
Sanskrit and Dodda Gurugaja "old teacher" in Kannada). This small number seems to imply that a life of 
samnyasa is perceived by most smartas as too arduous to attempt...[At] Srhgeri, the Jagadguru is very 
reticent in permitting aspirants to enter satpnyasa It should be noted that dandFs initiated into 
satpnyasa directly by a Sahkaracarya at the main Sankara pftha-s constitute a very small percentage of 
DasanamTs, and that there are many dozens of other dandf matha-s in north India. The vast majority of 
DasanamT satpnyasFs, comprising paramahatpsa-s, dandFs and naga-s, have been initiated at a 
Kumbha Mela via one of the hundreds of mathas and adrama-s scattered throughout north India.
37 My wife and I were initiated into satpnyasa by a Mahamandalesvara at the Kumbha Mela around 
fifteen minutes after meeting him.
33 Sadananda Giri (1976:69) mentions a judgment of the Court of the District Judge at Hooghly in West 
Bengal, in 1937 (Order No. 147, 27: 8), that no person is a satpnyasf unless he has performed the 
v/raja-homa.
39 The entire sequence of events relating to satpnyasf initiations was filmed by Ram Puff, who was 
referred to in the Introduction. Fieldwork inquiries substantiated that procedures are very similar (if not 
the same) in several of the other branches of the DaSanamT order.
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will present the candidate with, respectively, holy ash (v/b h u t/), loin-cloth (/a n g o tf), a 

necklace of beads (rudraksa ) and sacred thread (/an& tf.40 These five gurus constitute 

the so-called pa/fo-gurus that the candidates acquire on their first initiation, known as 

the m antra-guru, rudraksa-guru etc. Under the bhagva, held aloft by other sadhus, the 

candidate’s top-knot is cut and the guru-m antra is whispered three times into the 

candidate’s ear by the m antra-guru, ending : “Namah parvatT pate, hara hara Mahadeva". 

He is given a new name, ending in one of the ten DasnamT names.41

The candidate then bathes, smears his body with holy ash, and is given a loin

cloth, rudraksa and sacred thread. He is finally wrapped in the bhagva and places a 

monetary offering (daks/na ) at the guru’s feet. He then performs what is known as 

Omkar-s to the five gurus, a cycle of five rounds of a mantra42 to each guru, presenting 

each with daks/na of one rupee. The Omkar is to be subsequently performed twice a 

day, morning and evening, the recitation accompanied by a rite involving the touching of 

thumbs and fingers. The coconut is then cracked open, the amount of water inside 

indicating the capacities of the novice sadhu The coconut water is mixed with raw sugar 

(gud) and made into cakes. The guru feeds the s/sya and the s/sya feeds the guru, and 

the guru asks three times, “Which is sweeter, guru  or gud?", to which the d/sya replies, 

“ G uru". A metal plate is then lifted over the d/sya’s head and the guru announces to the 

three worlds that the candidate has become a ce/a (d/syd). Such kinds of announcement 

within the akhada are known as pukar (‘call’), a public statement that carries far more 

weight within what is essentially an oral tradition than in religious culture that is more 

textually based. Pieces of coconut and gucf are then distributed to all sadhu-s present, 

the Brahmans performing the havan, and the fire-places (d hun f) of the akhada. This 

concludes the first stage of samnyasa, during which the sam nyasf acquires five gurus, 

including the m antra-guru, and is nominally affiliated to the akhada. He is now called a

40 Purl (2001:160-167) provides the mantras used in the MahanirvanT akhada for the following: cutting 
the cotr(top-knot); mantra ‘blown’ into the ear; bbagva% guru; ‘laying’ of the geru (ochre colour)—on 
cloth; v/bhut/ Vedic mantra for wearing bhasm (‘ash’); applying candan (‘sandalwood’) paste; rudraksa ; 
/angotf\ /vf/^/X'earth’); >?/(‘water’); Gayatrf\ going in the direction of ‘the field’; purification of the water 
vessel {kamahda/)\ the tent; tooth-brushing; bringing the dhunf to ‘consciousness’; d/gambar {nagd) 
initiation; Jata\ go/a(‘ball of ash’); samadbt.
41 This ceremony is referred to in the Brahmanical texts on renunciation as the ycgapat/a, wherein the
candidate receives a new name and recites the fifteenth to the thirty-third verses of the eleventh
chapter of the Bhagavad-gfta. See Yat/dharmaprakada 66, 1-24, The Procedure of (Conferring) the
Meditation Shawl’, where one of the first textual references to the ‘Ten Names’ occurs.
4S “ Otp Guru-j/ Om Dev-jZ Om Datt-jT, Om Svamf-jf OmA/akh-j/ Om Namo Narayan
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mahapurusa or a vastradharf43 The sadhu 's full initiation into the akhada takes place 

in the third and final stage of initiation, when the satpnyasf may become a naga.

3.3 Current procedures: v/raja-havan/ homa (vkfya-sam skar) and naga initiations

The second initiation, the vtraja-havan (the ‘rite of the hero’) or vtdya-sarpskar, is nearly 

always performed at Kumbha Melas. This is the main satpnyasa rite , which contains most 

of the features detailed in the texts examined in the first part of this chapter concerning 

ancient renunciation procedures. It is uniquely this rite which authenticates the 

satpnyasFs condition of renunciation (as a ‘genuine’ sadhO), whether as a dandf or a 

param ahatpsa.

While the major part of this rite is performed by a Brahman pand/t, some parts are 

performed by the acarya-guru(a Mahamandale£vara), who will represent either a dandf 

lineage (initiating dandfs)44 or an akhada45 (being elected by the naga-s of the akhadd), 

For dandFs, the acarya-gurumay be the same person who performs both the preliminary 

Jbrahmacarfxite and the final satpnyasa rite. The aca tya -gu ritis also a representative of a 

reigning Sankaracarya, who also usually presides over major initiation ceremonies at the 

Kumbha Melas. For some days, many hundreds of sadhus will have had a restricted, 

pha/ahar, diet, which is essentially a diet of milk with some fruit, and will have been 

repeating the ga ya trf mantra. They line up near a river or sahgam  at dawn, bringing their 

parca, a piece of dried silver-birch bark, on which is written their sam nyasf details and 

that their dues have been paid to the akhada K otva/s police the assembly. The

candidates have their head (except for the top-knot), moustache, beard, armpits and
43 Initiation into the RamanandT order entails similar procedures (see Sharma 1998:62-68). The va/snava 
parfc-samskar consists of: 1. tap-samskar, being adorned by heated brands with the emblems of 
Narayana, the cakra (to the right arm) and dankha (to the left arm); 2. pundra-samskar applying a t//ak 
of white clay to the forehead, arm, chest and stomach; 3. ma/a or kanthf-satpskar, receiving a necklace 
of A//fe/_beads; 4. nam-sarpskar. receiving the name Das, together with the name of Visnu for the current 
month; 5. mantra-samskar, receiving the kharadar mantra from the guru, whispered thrice into his ear, 
while he is under a cloth. If, after a six-month trial, the disciple's conduct has been satisfactory, then he 
is presented with: 1. a cloth to cover his head; 2. two loin-cloths; 3. a cloth {aca/) to cover the loin-cloth;
4. kamandat. The SrT-vaisnava satpnyasFs, founded by Ramanuja, are invariably Brahmans and former 
householders. Satpnyasa rites are almost the same as those performed by the DaSanamTs (see below). 
Amongst scriptures recited is the V/snu-sahasranama {see Lester 1992:78). Following the atma-draddha; 
adrama-svfkara (the acceptance of the fourth adaramd) begins with the pra/sa mantra.
44 Sadananda Giri (1976:64—71) remarks that for dandt initiations, the number of candidates should 
equal the number of words in the pra/sa-mantra, so that during initiation each candidate utters in turn 
one word of the mantra.
45 To give an example, paramahamsa SvamT Krsnanananda of the DaksinamurtT Math of Banaras was 
initiated by a MahamandaleSvara from the NirvanT akhada. However, he explained (conversation, on 8 
February 2002) that initiations in their order are usually performed by a MahamandaleSvara from the 
NirafijanT akhada.
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pubic region shaved (panes bhadrd), and are given a sacred-thread, a kufhad  (a smali 

clay pot representing a katnanda)}, and a danda,46 an ancient symbol of not only 

asceticism, but also royal power.47 DandFs are only used by brahm acar/n-s, so all 

candidates become nominal brahm acar/n-s before initiation. The acarya-guru informs 

the candidates that this is their last opportunity to return to their homes and families, 

should they wish to do so. Each candidate briefly discards his cloth and walks naked a 

few steps to the north before being called back by the acarya-guru. (This symbolic walk 

was discussed previously in the context of the satpnyasFs potential suicide.)

At sunset the candidates return to the akbada, which has four funeral fires burning 

at each corner. Around the fires, the vtraja-havan (or hotnd)48 will be conducted, for which 

the candidates are given some of the requisite materials (which include mustard and 

sesame seeds, the oblation of the vtfaja-havah). While a Brahman p a n d /tperforms the 

havanthe acatya-gurugoes around whispering one of the four tnahavakya-s (depending 

on lineage) into the candidates’ ears. Recitation of the purusa-sukta is also an important

46 Dandfs may be given to the candidates. Otherwise, two days before the ceremony, they go as a 
group to the jungle, cut their own danda-s and collect the firewood (sam/dh) that will be used in the 
v/raja-homa. A Brahman should have a danda of pa/ada wood (flame of the forest, butea frondosd), 
whereas ksatr/ya-s and va/dya-s should have b/tva (Bengal quince, aegte marme/od) (Sadananda Giri 
1976:65)
47 Danda also means punishment. For an an analysis of the symbolic value of danda in both political and 
religious domains, see Glucklich (1988).
4BSarkar (1958:67-73) and Kane (Vol.2:959-960) describe the lengthy v/raja-homa ceremony, involving 
a total of forty oblations, of fuel-sticks (the sam/dh collected by the candidate), boiled rice and ghee. 
There is a discussion of the v/raja-homa in the Ta/tt/nya-aranyaka {1.51-52; 2), wherein the best means 
to attain self-knowledge is samnyasa. (Kane’s account appears to derive from a mediaeval work, 
Dharmas/ndhu) First, the sixteen verses of the Purusa-sukta (RV X.90) are chanted, oblations being 
performed at the end of each verse, As in many Brahmanical cosmogonic schemes, a classification of 3 
+ 1 elements is apparent in the Purusa-sukta, whereby three parts of the whole are ‘visible’ and one is 
‘invisible’. The visible part of Purusa includes the four varna-s produced from the dismembered ‘cosmic 
man’ (see Malamoud 1998:111). The recitation of the Purusa-sukta is followed by the reciting of the 
formulae, after oblations, of the v/raja-homa, such as: “May my five prana-s be purified, may I be light, 
free from rajas and from evil, svaha. This is for pranaand the rest, it is not mine”. The formulae speak of 
the purification of all the parts of the body, the five elements and their corresponding guna-s, purusa, 
the five koda-s (sheaths) the mind, speech and the atman, and pay homage to the Vedas. The sacrificer 
then bows to Agni, Prajapati, Atma, Paramatma and Jhanatma, after which the Purusa-sUkta is again 
recited. Recitations follow, of various verses and mantras from the Upan/sads and the first sentences of 
the four Veda-s. Oblations to Agni Svistakrt follow, and the candidate burns his wooden utensils in the 
household fire, donates his metal vessels to his guru, and deposits the fire in himself, reciting thrice 
“ayam teyon/h" and "ya teagneyajh/ya", taking in the warmth of the fire.
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element of the ritual,49 With the assistance of the pand/t, the candidates perform their own 

funeral rites (draddhd), holding the stem of the sacred durva grass. While chanting the 

prescribed Vedic mantras the candidates perform the eight kinds of draddha (noted 

previously) and tarpana, wherein water is released to the ground from cupped hands, as 

an offering to all the gods. They also offer p/hda to the gods and ancestors, in the form of 

(usually) forty-eight balls of wheat flour. There is now no responsibility for anyone after 

the satpnyasf dies.

After a night of chanting and initiation, following the performance of the vtraja- 

havan, the satpnyasf goes to the river with the acatya-guru, where he bathes, breaks his 

danda, discards his sacred thread, which is thrown into the river, and calls on the Sun 

and Moon, Wind and Fire, Earth and Sky, Heart and Mind, the morning and evening 

Twilights, and all the gods to witness his resolution to become a satpnyasf This is 

followed by the recitation, usually performed in waist-deep water, of the ga ya trf mantra, 

which is henceforth internalised. The praisa m antra is also recited— modulated in three 

different pitches—after which the initiate faces the east, performs an oblation to the water 

and asks that all creatures be free of fear of him. He gives blessings to his sons and 

relatives, telling them that he belongs to no one and no one belongs to him. He takes 

vows of ahttpsa, truthfulness, not stealing, continence, liberality, non-anger, waiting upon 

the guru, avoidance of carelessness, cleanliness and purity in food habits.60 He then 

covers his body with ashes and returns to the akhada. He is instructed on doing good for 

society and receives a loin-cloth (kaupfnd) and water pot (kam anda/), The acatya-guru 

then cuts the top-knot (s/kha) on behalf of candidate’s guru, and abh/d&ka is performed 

with a conch-shell over the initiate’s head. The candidate touches a danda, which is held 

by the acatya-guru, who pronounces a mantra meaning that the danda is renounced.
49 Besides its occurrence in the Atharva-veda (19.6), the Purusa-sukta is also recited for obtaining a 
son, for purificatory baths, for the purification of sins, and during draddha rites for the deceased (Gonda 
1970:27-32), According to some sources, after death the soul assumes what is known as an atfvahika 
dar/ra, which consists of only three (fire, wind and space) of the five elements. If the appropriate rites are 
performed, the daffra of three elements may pass over the space between death and the formation of 
a new gross body in the following incarnation. The recitation of the Purusa-sukta enables the 
reconstitution of a new body. For bathing and death-rites, the Purusa-sukta was used to renew the 
person concerned, underlined in the case of bathing by an obligatory change of clothes. Gonda 
(1970:27) remarks that “throughout the ages this text was, in religious practice not only an account of 
the creation but also an instrument of rising above one’s present state of existence. By identifying 
oneself with the mythical Purusa and by ritually repeating the mythical event and so reactivating its 
inherent power for the benefit of oneself and with a view to one’s own reintegration one believed 
oneself to to achieve one’s own ‘rebirth’”. Gonda also notes (1970:32) that the content of the Purusa- 
sukta became one of the foundations of va/snava philosophy, besides often being quoted by the da/va 
tradition.
50 See Appendix 8 for summaries of rules for samnyasfs by Oman (1903:155); Rose (1914 Vol. 3:360); 
Sadananda Giri (1976:25); Puri (2001).
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Henceforth, the satpnyasf accepts the danda of knowledge. After this ritual the candidate 

is instructed in the Om, Pratsa and Parmamhatpsa mantras and the significance of the 

mahavakya-s by the acatya-guru, to whom presents are given.

We have so far been detailing initiation rites of param ahatpsa-s (and potential 

naga-s), who are initiated by an akhada (in this case the Juna akhada), and who only 

hold a danda lo r a portion of the renunciatory rite, after which it is renounced. However, 

dandf s, who are Brahmans initiated by a representative of a dandf matha, keep the 

danda. It is referred to as Brahm -svarup, and is made from bamboo and not the other 

kinds of wood, mentioned above, used in the satpnyasa rite.51 A sacred thread and an 

axe-head are attached to the danda, which is covered with a cloth. The sacred thread is 

carried, albeit concealed, as an indication of Brahman status. The receipt of the danda 

from the guru is one of the central features of the traditional Brahmanical rites of initiation 

into the renunciatory state, as described in many mediaeval texts on renunciation. The 

Brahmanical rite of renunciation consists of two major parts, the first being renunciation 

proper, in which the candidate abandons family, possessions, fire and other symbols of 

his former life. The second part is modelled after Vedic initiation {upanayand),52 with 

some significant differences (Olivelie 1986:37),53 and has the form of an initiatory rite

01 At no time should the danda come into contact with anything impure. Once initiated into satpnyasa 
the danda should never be further away from its holder than the distance a calf would wander from its 
mother, who will remain within hearing distance should the calf cry. A typical bamboo stick has knots at 
regular intervals and dandfs are given one of five sizes of danda, depending on their height.The tallest 
satpnyasfs are given dandas with fourteen knots (known as Anant ), and successively shorter 
satpnyasfs with, respectively, twelve knots (Gcpat), ten knots ( Vasudav), eight knots (/Varayah), and 
six knots (Sudatdah). (Interviews were conducted with numerous dandfs, mostly of the MacchlTbandar 
Matha, at the Magh Mela, in January and February, 2002.)
52 Upanayana is the traditional rite of passage for a Brahman or other twice-born male, into the twice- 
born (dvt/d) society of those who are entitled to perform sacrifices. Before upanayana, the boy is, 
technically, a dudra ( Vas/stba Dbarmasutra 11.6), until he attains twice-born status. The Brahman 
householder in particular is required to perform sacrifices: nttya (‘permanent’ rites, such as the agnibotra 
and sandbya worship), natm/tt/ka (‘occasional’ rites, performed at child-birth, Jatakarma, and death, 
antyesti) and kamya (‘supererogatory1 rites, such as to obtain a male child or at the time of a pilgrimage 
to a holy place). Upanayana is traditionally performed in the eighth year for a Brahman, the eleventh 
year for a ksatriya, and the twelfth year for a va/dya, though texts vary on the timing. See Prasad (1997) 
for further details,
53 There are distinct parallels and homologies between the life of the boy brahtnacartn, before 
upnayana, and the satpnyasin. the brahmacar/n studies away from the parental home, serving a guru. 
As a formal preparation for the life of a householder {grhasthd), the brahtnacartn—\\Yb  a 
satpnyasf—remains_ celibate, undergoes various austerites, begs for food and sleeps on the floor 
{Dharmasutra-s of Apastamba 1.1.9-1.7.26; Bhaudhayana I.3.1—1.4.7; Vasistha XI.49-XI.79). During 
the upanayana the brahmacartn has his head shaved, leaving the topknot (a ceremony variously 
known as mundana, cudakarana or cautd), and was traditionally presented with a girdle {tn&kha/a), 
sacred thread, deerskin and danda. The Brahman’s danda should be of bftva or pa/ada wood, and 
should be as long as to reach the end of his hair, the ksatr/ya-'s of vata or kbad/ra, to reach the 
forehead, and a va/dya-'s of p/tu or udumbara, to reach the tip of his nose (Kaelber 1981; Prasad 
1997:117),
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(d fksa ) in which the guru plays a central role, ritually handing the new renouncer his 

staff: the candidate is initiated fn to a renunciatory tradition.54

Current practice, which clearly reflects ancient tradition, is that during initiations at 

the Kumbha Mela all initiates are furnished with a staff (dandd) and sacred thread, which 

confers temporary status on them as Brahmans,55 whether or not they actually were 

previously Brahmans by caste. The danda also confers the status of brahm acar/n upon 

the candidate, symbolising his nominal allegiance to the monastic institutions. Gurus 

from dandf institutions present candidates with danda-s to keep permanently, in 

continuation of the Brahmanical adva/ta tradition whereby satpnyasfs carry a danda to 

indicate both their sectarian affiliation and renunciatory condition. However, at the 

completion of initiatory rites, non -dand f satpnyasf-s (i.e. param ahatpsa-s) discard the 

staff and sacred thread—the markers of Brahman status—which they have carried and 

worn for the period immediately prior to initiation, as a sign that they have entered the 

satpnyasf life and permanently renounced caste. The mandatory carrying of a staff for 

initiation purposes may perhaps indicate that in order to obviate potential complaints 

from genuine Brahman-caste initiates about the admission of non-Brahmans, all 

candidates temporarily become Brahmans (holding a staff), but then renounce ‘Brahman’ 

status during initiation.

For those who wish, there is a third stage of initiation to become a naga, which 

may take place at any age. This initiation was traditionally performed several years after 

satpnyasa—younger aspirants usually waiting longer for initiation than older men—but 

these days naga initiation usually takes place a day or two after the v/c/ya-sam skar 

initiation.56 According to my informants naga initiations may, in some rare instances, 

occur directly, without prior sam nyasa initiation. A satpnyasf wishing to take naga 

initiation first approaches a srf-m ahant (a leading m ahant) who will question him as to 

whether he really wants to become a naga. Some days before the bathing procession 

(syaht/ ju /u s ) of the Kumbha Mela, the kotaw a/goes to the eight divisions of his akhada

and announces that each division may send those wishing to become naga-s. The
54 See also Kaelber (1989:121): "Whereas the Sannyasa Upanisads often state that the sannyas/nqpQs 
up his sacrificial cord, girdle, antelope skin, and upper garment, the Va/khanasasmarta Sutra makes it 
clear that the sannyas/n rece/vesthese things anew at his initiation in sxactfyXhe way prescribed at the 
Upanayana. The instructions given for the reception of the initiate by his new teacher (I), including the 
recitation of the Sav/trpSav/tnpravedand), are virtually identical in each case. As part of the initiation the 
sannyas/n has his hair, beard, and nails cut, receives a new name, swears obedience to his teacher, 
and takes a vow of truthfulness and ‘noninjury1 [ah/tpsa), just as the brahmacar/n had done before him, 
and like the brahmacar/n, the ascetic now begins a long period of training”.
“ See also Crooke (1896,Vol.2:471).
“ This account also derives from the video filmed by Ram Purl.
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names of candidates are then recorded by the kahbharf Naga Initiations take place at 

night, at 3.00 a.m. or 4.00 a.m. at Kumbha Mela and A dha{half) Kumbha Melas. At the 

appointed time the sa/pnyasfstands next to the kfnti'-stamhha, a tall ‘triumphal' column in 

the adratna, accompanied by four drf-m ahant-s and one acarya-guru who will give him a 

mantra. A m ahant will then pull the penis thrice, breaking the membrane beneath the 

skin, an operation known as tang tode (literally, ‘broken leg’).57 The satpnyasf is hence 

fully initiated into the akhada as a naga, and attached to a naga renunciate lineage.58

The rites of renunciation clearly indicate the process whereby the lineages of the 

dandf matha-s and the akhada-s are integrated. The satpnyasf has theoretically severed 

all ties to his previous social world, is nominally—but only nominally—beyond caste, and 

has become affiliated to either a dandf lineage, or to a DasanamT akhada (through his 

five gurus), in either case affiliated to the monastic tradition represented by the acatya-s 

and the Sankaracaryas, The substance of the satpnyasPs new identity is embodied in 

both the legend of Sankara and what he represents, and in the structure of the DasanamT 

order as presented in the Mathamnaya-s, short texts that are analysed in the next 

chapter.

From different interviews, Sadananda Giri (1976:29-30) maintains that the method of initiating new 
naga-s is different in each akhada. He also observes that formerly tang tod& was performed but that 
nowadays there is ‘only a slight pull of the penis’, it seems that formerly some initiates had the penis 
broken {tangtoddj before satpnyasa; but never performed the vtraja homato become naga satpnyasfs, 
remaining 'tangtodd all their lives.
58 According to several naga informants I have interviewed, in the past the process may have involved 
the guru breaking the muscle of the erect penis with three sharp movements in different directions, 
rendering the initiate permanently impotent. However, these days the process involves the breaking of 
the membrane that attaches the foreskin to the penis.
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CHAPTER 4: THE INTEGRATION OF VARIOUS LINEAGES: THE MATHAMNAYAS

In the previous chapters the structure of the DasanamT organisation was examined 

largely from an anthropological perspective, in terms of branches, divisions, initiations 

and hierarchies. It was also shown in the previous chapter how the two main wings of the 

order are integrated at times of the samnyasa rite. In this chapter, we will be examining 

the DasanamTs from a different persective of integration; from that of the normative 

account of the tradition, in terms of its own history, which is predominantly constituted in 

terms of lineages. The central focus will be on the Mathamnaya-s, texts that contain the 

details of DasanamT lineages and the p/jha-s supposedly founded by Sankara. The 

information in these texts provides an overview of the DasanamT order, integrating the 

diverse lineages and providing all DaSanamTs with a commonly understood identity and 

a concise framework for their traditional religious history. The disparities between the 

sect’s own traditional history, particularly regarding the p/jha-$, and historical evidence in 

the form of texts and inscriptions, will also be assessed. A brief, preliminary discussion of

Sankara’s authentic works and his probable date will be undertaken in the following

section, as both issues bear directly on the history of the DasanamTs.

4.1 Sankara’s authorship of texts, and his date

Sankara is supposed to have organised the DasanamTs, and is sometimes attributed with 

the authorship of one or another of the Mathamnaya-s, short Sanskrit texts that present 

an overview of the order, its ten lineages and its p/'tha-s. These texts will be analysed in 

the following section. The issue of the genuine works of Sankara has attracted 

considerable scholarly inquiry. The longest list I have so far seen of works attributed to 

Sankara is that contained in the Appendix of Piantelli (1974:1—XI11), which lists 433 works, 

187 of which, it is indicated, are accepted as genuine by the tradition, including the 

M atham nayad/v/cara/Saptam atham nayad/v/cara? The M atham nayasetu is included in 

the list as a text not accepted as genuine by the tradition, and the Mahannsasanam \s not 

mentioned.

The sheer volume of texts produced in a short life (of thirty-two years, according to

tradition), the poor or different style of writing in some texts, philosophical inconsistencies

in others, references to doctrines or schools that may be dated post-§ahkara, and

devotional hymns, are amongst the considerations leading most scholars who have 
1 I have not seen this text, or seen any other reference to it.
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looked into the issue to doubt Sankara’s authorship of a large number of texts attributed 

to him.2 There remains considerable doubt, however, about some of the criteria, however 

good,3 used to establish the validity of works, the genies of interpolation and alteration 

hovering ever close to many conclusions. Nevertheless, evidence derived from 

Sankara’s hagiographies, examined in the following chapter, makes it highly improbable 

that Sankara wrote the Mathamnaya-^.

The issue is further complicated by the fact that numerous aca/ya-s of both the 

official (four or five) and other adva/ta matha-s have been called Sankara, as have other 

writers who have no connection to the adva/ta tradition at all. Rukmani (1998:264) points 

out that Sankara is a very common name in Kerala, and that Sankara (the author of the 

Brahm a-sutra-bhasydi had contemporaries named Sankara, one being the author of the 

play, Asca/yacudam an/, another being the Sankara (or Sankaranarayana) who wrote the 

Sahkaranarayanam, Another Sankaracarya was the author of the Tarahasyav/vrtt/ka 

(Hacker 1995:43), and Rukmani notes yet another, Sankarapujyapadayati, who was the 

author of the Bhatt/kavyavyakhya. However, terms such as pujyapada  and 

Jbhagavatpada are often used as terms of respect for a guru; they are not exclusively 

reserved for the author of the Brahm a-sutra-bhasya. To Sankaracarya is also attributed 

the Prapahcasara, an early digest (10th—11th century?) of Tantric texts (Pal 1981:2).

What may indisputably count as Sankara’s genuine works4 are those commented 

on by Sankara’s direct disciples,5 namely the Brahm a-sutra-bhasya (BSB)— universally 

recognised as Sankara’s quintessential work—on which Padmapada wrote the

2 See, for example, Potter (1981:14—15).
3 See Pande (1994:99-129).
4 First published in 1947, Paul Hacker's criteria (1995:41-56) towards establishing the genuine works of
Sankara have been Influential on subsequent discussion. Mayeda (1992), who is influenced by Hacker 
in many respects, is another commentator frequently cited by others. Belvalkar (1929:209-240) also 
made a systematic and influential study of the issue. His conclusions, and those of Hacker, Mayeda 
and others are further analysed by Pande (1994:100-130), who is more open to the inclusion of a 
greater number of works,
6 For the authentic works of the disciples, see Potter (1981, Vol.3:18-19); Mayeda (1992:5); Hacker 
(1995:58). Padmapada’s Pahcapad/ka is probably his only genuine work, commented on by 
Praka£atman (mid tenth century) in the Pa/fcapadska v/varana Two works are attributed to Totaka, the 
Srut/sarasamuddharana and a short text, Totastaka (see S. Rajagopala Sastri 1968:63). To 
Hastamalaka is attributed the short work Hastama/aka&okah (probably spurious). Also attributed to 
SureSvara (besides Naiskarmyas/ddh/) is the Manasot/asa, a commentary on the Daksinamurt/'-stotra 
attributed to Sankara. The authenticity of both these works has been questioned (Potter 1981, 
Vol.3:550-551). Alston (1980a, Vol. 1:13) notes that the ManasoJ/asa contains no eulogy to Sankara, 
which would render the work unique, should it be included alongside the genuine works of SureSvara. 
While the influence of Totaka and Hastamalaka on Adva/ta Vedanta has been negligible, Padmapada 
founded one of the two main post-Sankara schools of Adva/ta Vedanta, the V/varana (‘uncovering’) 
school. This was later overshadowed by the Bhamat/school. The main point of difference between the 
two schools is that according to the V/varana view, the jTva is a nescient reflection of Brahman, whereas 
according to the BhamatN\m) the jTva is Brahman, as defined or limited by nescience {av/dyd),
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Parfcapad/ka, and Sankara’s bhasya-s on two Upan/sad-s, the Brhadaranyaka and 

the Ta/tt/nya, on both of which Suresvara wrote va/tt/ka-s. Suresvara also quotes the 

Upadesasahasr/ in his Na/skar/nyas/ddh/. Beyond these four works, many have given 

rise to discussions of authenticity.

Belvalkar (1929:215-231) comments on a total of fifty-seven texts, noting the 

existence of around 400 works attributed to Sankara.6 Using several criteria, he 

concludes that eleven commentaries (including those on the Bhagavad G/ta, 

Brahm asutra-s and nine U pan/sads), eight stotra-s, and three prakaranagrantha-s can 

confidently be ascribed to Sankara. A few other works may be those of Sankara, while 

358 other works must be considered as non-genuine.

One of Hacker’s criteria (1995:41-56) for attempting to establish authenticity is the 

name attributed to the author of the texts. Twenty-one texts examined are attributed to 

Saiikaracarya, Sankara-Bhagavatpada or Sankara-Bhagavatpujyapada; fifteen are texts 

mentioned more than once as the work of Sankara; and eight are attributed to 

Saiikaracarya and Saiikarabhagavat. Of the texts examined, only the bhasya-s of three 

prastana-s (the early Upan/sads, Bhagavad G /ta and Brahm asutra-s), as well as the 

Gaudapadya-bhasya, are attributed to Sankara-Bhagavat in the utilized material, as are 

the Upadesasahasrr and V/VekacudamanL The other texts have the other names in the 

colophon and make virtually no reference to Govinda (Sankara’s teacher), who is always 

mentioned as a teacher in the texts attributed to the Bhagavat. Such was the extent of the 

identification of Sankara with the name 'Bhagavat1, that Appaya DTksita, commenting on 

the commentaries of four prominent philosophers in the latter half of the sixteenth century 

in his Catur-m ata-Ieda-sam graha, refers to AnandatTrtha, Ramanuja, SrTkantha and 

Bhagavatpada (Suryanarayana Sastri 1930:28), it being commonly understood that the 

last name refers to Sankara. Hacker also considers the terminology used in the various 

texts. Having surveyed other scholarly arguments concerning authorship, he concludes 

that, while there may be other genuine works of Sankara, those mentioned above are 

provisionally entitled to be called genuine, while, above all, the bhasya-s on the 

Prasthanatrayr can claim to be Sankara’s genuine productions. While this restricted list 

is accepted by most scholars, Ingalls (1952:7) and Comans (1996:xv-xvi) have argued 

against Sankara’s authorship of the V/Vekacudamam

Using the Brahm a-sutra-bhasya as a yardstick for genuine works, Mayeda

6 Included in Aufrecht’s Cata/ogus Cata/ogorumx the Triennial Reports and the Descriptive Catalogues of 
the Government Oriental Library, Madras, and the collected editions of the aaa/ya-’s major, minor and 
miscellaneous works, published in Mysore, Sffrahgam, Pune and elsewhere.



84
(1992:6) believes Sankara’s commentaries on the Brhadaranyaka, Chandogya, A/tareya, 

Ta/tt/rfya, Ida, Katha, Mundaka, Prasha and M andukya Upan/sads are probably genuine, 

as most probably are the commentaries on the G audapadfya-kar/kaand Adhyatm apata/a 

of Apastam ba-dharm asutra. While the Upadesasahasn is certainly genuine, the 

commentary on the £vetadvatara Upan/sad may be spurious. Although Hacker,7 

Nakamura and Mayeda believe the Yogasutra-bhasya-v/varana may be genuine,8 

Rukmani’s (1998) examination of the work leads one to conclude that this is highly 

improbable.9

Sankara’s date has been the subject of numerous discussions and monographs,10 

and is significant in the context of the hagiographies and the history of the matha-s and 

their guru-param para-s, which will be examined in following sections. Currently, the most 

commonly accepted date for Sankara is 788 to 820 CE, first (?) proposed by C. P. Tiele in 

1877.11 However, the date of the fifth century BCE proposed by Narayana Sastri in his 

Age o f Sahkara~\ws\ published in 1916—received widespread endorsement by the 

monastic tradition, represented by the p /thas, most of which currently have guru- 

param para-s which go back to the earlier date. However, we will see that some guru- 

para/ppara-s appear to have been altered in the twentieth century to accord with a later 

date. A consideration of references in the works of Sankara and others indicates that 

Sankara’s floruit may have been around 700 CE, around a century before the widely 

accepted date of 788-820 CE.12

At first glance, there would seem to be some slight evidence for the currently 

accepted date for Sankara (788-820 CE), in that when Santaraksita and KamaklaSTIa are 

discussing Upan/sada-vada, in the eighth century, they make no reference to Sankara

7 On the basis of the signature ‘Bhagavadpada’.
0 Leggett, who translates and comments on this work, also accepts it as genuine (1992:1-6). The text 
certainly existed in the fourteenth century. See also Halbfass (1983:Appendix), whose analysis renders 
Sankara’s authorship improbable though not impossible.
0 The position of the current Sahkaracaryas on Sankara’s genuine works is that a wider body of texts 
should be included, including the Tantric Saunda/ya/aftarr (see Candra6ekarendra SarasvatT 2001). 
Belvaikar believes the short text PancFkarana should also be attributed to Sankara, although he 
acknowledges that there is nothing in the text to warrant ascription to Sankara. The Vaftt/kaon the text, 
supposedly by SureSvara Is redolent of Tantra and extremely suspect (Potter 1981:318).
10 For some of the more useful discussions, see Belvaikar (1929:209-215); Kunjunni Raja 
(1960:125-148); Thrasher (1979); Umesh (1981:35-129); Nakamura (1983:57-89); Pande 
(1994:41-54).
11 Outffnas o f t/?a H/story o f Anc/ent Re//g/ons (see Kunjunni Raja 1960:129). This was on the basis of 
YajfieSvara's Aryav/dya-sud/iakara and Bhatta NTlakantha’s ffarikara-mandara-saurabha, which refer to 
Sankara being born in the village of KaladT in Kerala in the year 3889 of the KalT period (=845 Vikram, 
=788 CE). However, these texts cannot be dated earlier than the sixteenth century (Pande 1994:45). 
Pathak (1882:174—175) also argues for this date, but also based on a dubious manuscript.
12 This date was argued for by Nakamura (1983:57-89). See Appendix 10 for further details,
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(Qvarnstrom 1999:176). Further, the Jaina doxographer Haribhadra (£730-770 CE),13 

although quoting Bhartrhari, Dignaga and DharmakTrti, also makes no reference to 

Sankara (Umesh 1981:ii). However, though Sankara later came to be considered as not 

only the pre-eminent adva/t/n, but as perhaps the pre-eminent philosopher of India, it is 

apparent that for several centuries post-Sankara, it was Mandanamisra—who was 

roughly Sankara’s contemporary—who was considered the main exponent of adva/ta, 

and not Sankara. For example, Vacaspatimisra’s interpretation of Sankara relies on the 

doctrines in the Brahm as/ddh/o f Mandanamisra (Subramahmanya Sastri 1935:vi).14 Nor 

does any Nyaya-Vaisesika philosopher of the ninth and tenth centuries refer to 

Sankara,15 even though they make occasional references to Mandanamisra.

Qvarnstrom (1999:176) remarks that it was not until the tenth century that Vedanta 

gained general recognition in Jaina and Buddhist literature as a distinct philosophical 

system, and suggests that this is possibly on account of Sankara being from the south 

and not the north where Jaina and Buddhist systems were flourishing. However, 

although Jainism and Buddhism were in decline in the south by the time ot Sankara, in 

some centres,16 particularly KancTpuram—which had previously been a stronghold of 

both religions—Jainism17 and Buddhism were still influential for several hundred years 

after the time of Sankara.18 Yet there seems to have been little contemporary awareness 

of his views by any philosophical tradition. If the earlier date proposed for Sankara is 

accepted (flourishing around the beginning of the eighth century), then the only 

conclusion to be drawn is that Sankara must have remained relatively unknown for

11 See Chappie (1993:1-2) for Haribhadra’s date.
14 Subramahmanya Sastri (1935:vi) also asserts that Ramanuja (1017-1137), in his quintissential work, 

Bftasya, only quotes Mandanamisra as the adva/ta prototype. However, it is evident that Ramanuja
also refers to Sankara and his arguments: as dram/c/a bfrasyakara (p. 119); as bhasyakara (p. 120; p. 
144); and as the incarnation, Sankara (p. 111). (References are to the Karmarkar edition, 1959-1964.)
10 See Potter (1981, Vol. 3:23 fn. 25; 1977, Vol. 1:15, 485, 604). For example, the Nyaya-VaiSesikas
Srldhara (// 991) and Aparakadeva ( // 1125) notice Mandana’s arguments but not Sankara's.
16 Such as Konkanapura.
17 According to one tradition, it was the famous Jaina, Akalanka—and not Sankara—who defeated 
Buddhists in KaficTpuram, A village in the suburbs of KaficT(puram) is still known by the name ‘Jaina 
KaftcT’. Many Jaina centres (that appear to have been weaving centres) were subsequently converted 
into Kalamukha da/va centres. Jainism began to acquire more influence than Buddhism in Kaficipuram 
around the seventh century, and in other parts of Tamil Nadu during the latter part of the first millennium 
(Desai 1957:25-96; Champakalakshmi 1996:397-398).
10 Buddhaghosa (fifth century) and other Buddhists propagated their doctrine from the v/hara-s of KahcT. 
Dinnaga (<?.480-540) was born in a suburb of KaflcT (later going north to study logic under Vasubandhu 
in Nalanda). Dharmapala (530-561) was also a native of KaficT. Bhavya (500-570) also lived in south 
India, as did DharmakTrti who lived in the kingdom of Cudamani. Around 640, Huang Tsang reports 
more than a hundred Buddhist monasteries in KahcT, with more than 10,000 SthavTra monks (Watters, 
Vol.2, 1905:226). Buddhism was still a living religion in KahcTpuram in the twelfth century, surviving there 
into the sixteenth century (Mahalingam 1969:125; Chaudhury 1969:234-235; Subramanyam 
1975:23-24).
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several centuries after his demise, until his promotion by adva/ta m atha-s, which were 

first founded In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

4.2 Organisational structure of the DasanamTs, according to the the Afafhamnaya-

stot/a, Sn-mathamnaya-setu and other texts

The normative account of the DasanamTs is embedded in a few short Sanskrit texts, 

known variously as (S ri) Mathamnaya, M atham naya-stotra, M atham naya-setu and 

M athet/vrtta, which detail the four amnaya-s, all supposedly but improbably written by 

Saiikaracarya. The M atham naya-sasanam  (or Mahanudasana/h), frequently appended 

to the Mathamnaya-s, is a text primarily explaining the dharm asrd entitlement of the four 

designated acatya-s to individual jurisdiction in their four respective regions: the gadc/T is 

to be passed on only to the virtuous and learned satpnyasf. One aspect of this text is as 

a legitimation of the four p/Jha-s, to the exclusion of other claims.

Am naya means: a sacred tradition; that which is to be remembered or studied or 

learnt by heart; a Veda (or Vedas in the aggregate); or received doctrine. The term also 

has a particular significance in the context of the dissemination of Tantric texts during the 

early mediaeval period. Similar to the Tantric tradition, which has western, eastern, 

northern and southern amnaya-s,19 the DasanamT amnaya-s pertain to the four pftha- 

s—supposedly founded by Saiikaracarya—at the western, eastern, northern, and 

southern borders of India. The four amnaya-s of the matha-s are said to be “revealed” (in 

all texts) in a sequence, such that the first is the western amnaya, the Sarada matha (at 

Dvaraka); the second is the eastern amnaya, the Govardhan m atha (at Purl); the third is 

the northern amnaya, the Jyotir m atha (at Jyosimath); and the fourth is the southern 

amnaya, the Srtigeff matha,20 It can be seen from the scheme below that each of the ‘ten 

names’ of the DasanamTs are nominally affiliated to one or another of the four main 

matha-s, also known as pftha-s. There is, however, an ongoing dispute concerning the 

location of the ‘genuine’ southern p fth a : whether it should be located at Smgeff or at 

KahcTpuram.

The information in the Matham naya-s, presented below, is known quite well by 

most initiates, and is repeated, with some minor differences, in virtually every
19 For a survey of the four main Tantric p/tha-s, see Sircar (1973:11-24). For a resume of the Tantric 
amnaya-s, see Goudriaan (1979: 41—46; 1981:17—20); Sanderson (1988:149—158). For an overview of 
dakt/'-p/tha-s, see Tattva!oka{ 1994); Ka/yan(Tfrthahk) (1997:515-527).
20 There has been some discussion in orthodox Hindu circles concerning why the southern prtha is 
located inland, and not at a costal extremity, such as Rame£varam. See, for example, Ramesan (1968).
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commentary on the DasanamTs that has been published in the previous 150 years.21 I 

will be suggesting that this account is probably fictitious in several respects. However, 

regardless of the authenticity of the Mathamnaya-s, the importance of these texts may be 

gauged not only from the intrinsic value of constituting a formal identity for various 

lineages of ascetics as an organised sect with a founder, but also from the fact that they 

have on several occasions been used as formal evidence in Court cases concerning 

property, trusteeship and succession.22

During the first initiation into the DasanamTs, the paffc-guru satpskar, the initiate is 

instructed on his lineage, lifestyle, gotra, p ftha  and so on, according to which of the ten 

names he receives. This information—in particular, the initiate’s own mathamnaya— is to 

be remembered as a form of formal identification, and is circulated among DasanamT 

initiates in the form of Hindi texts, including the Dad nam vatpd vrks and Stotra- 

p u s p a fija ff23 In contrast, the contemporary structure of the DasanamTs, in terms of its 

various branches and sub-branches, is ill understood by most initiated satpnyasfs, who 

rarely have any knowledge of any branch of the order other than their own. The 

understanding of what DasanamT means lies, for all practical purposes, in a body of texts 

that has become a vital means for presenting an overview of the order, both from emic 

and etic perspectives.

The Dad nam vamd vrks describes the cosmic evolution from “the void", through 

various gods and rst-s, to Sankara and his four disciples, who head the four 

Mathamnaya-s, Additional information in this text includes the constitution of the m adhfs,

the four aca/ya-s of the four yuga-s,24 the four cermonial javelins (Pha/a ),25 and the four
21 There are differences to be found in some of the earlier ethnographies. Crooke’s account (1896 
Vol.4:273) relies on the Panjab Census Report (3) of Maciagan, who remarked (1891:112) that he had 
before him eight lists of the “ten names”, from different parts of the Province (Punjab). Only Giri, Puff, 
Aranya and BharatT were common to all lists. The names are associated with one or another of 
Sankara's four disciples, namely Tarnaka, Prithodar (or Prithivi), Sarupa and Padman. (These names of 
aca/ya-s are not exactly those of the disciples of Sankara in the standard hagiographies.) Maciagan 
reports that according to some accounts the distribution of samnyasfs per mafba is as follows: Jyotir 
(Giri, Puff, BharatT); S.rhgeff (Vana, Aranya, TTrtha); NararaginT (Parvata, ASrama); BrahmacarT 
(SarasvatT, Dandf). Rose’s account (1914:353) presents four different lists, one of which ('List A') 
distributes the names as below, with the exception of the absence of the SarasvatT pacta. Rose’s ‘List B’ 
distributes the padas quite differently. Rose’s two other lists of ’ten names’ both list eleven names. 
Included in those lists are the JattT, Sukar, Rukar, DandT and SurastT, names which do not appear in 
'modern standard lists’. It is just possible that Maciagan and Rose’s ethnographies reveal that the 
standard account of the ten names as found in the Matbamnayas (see below) had not yet become 
universally standard; or they could have been badly informed.
22 See Mishra (2001;vii-xiv) for some of the legal judgements that have derived from the Matbamnayas.
23 Yamuna Giri, a foreign woman initiated in 2001, kindly provided me with copies of these texts.
24 Satyug Brahma, Visnu, Siva; Dvaparyug, Vyas, Sukdeva; Tretayug, 6iva, Sakti, Para^ara; Katyug, 
Gauda, Govindacarya.
25 DattaprakaSa (at Ujjain); SuryaprakaSa (at Prayag); CandraprakaSa (at Nasik); and the
BhairavaprakaSa (at Haridvar).
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dhunFsP The ten names27 are assigned to one of four strings (tenFs): Uttar (north), of the 

Giris; Purv (east), of the Vanas and Aranyas; Daksin (south), of the Purls; PaScim (west), 

of the TTrthas and Asramas.28

The texts of the various Mathamnaya-s are available in Sanskrit catalogues, in 

several Hindi publications, and in three English publications.29 Apart from minor 

differences, the only essential disparity between the different versions of the texts 

concerns a few of the deities, and the appointment of Sankara's disciples to the 

respective gaddr-s. It will be suggested that it is most probable that normative texts, in the 

form of Mathamnaya-s (or something with a similar name) which continue to be 

disseminated by the main Sankara p/tha-s, are most probably not more than about four 

or five hundred years old.

The scheme below is based on the Mathamnaya-setu, published by 

Parameshwar Nath Mishra (2001:1-57),30 and some details that conflict with this text are 

indicated.31
28 DattamukhT (at Ujjain); SuryamukhT (at Prayag); Ajayamedha (at Haridvar); and the Gopala (at Nasik).
27 According to another undated Hindi paper circulated amongst some DasanamTs: Puff represents the 
top of the head; BharatT, the forehead; SarasvatT, thetongue; Vana and Aranya, the back; Sagara, the 
stomach; Giri, the arms; Parvata, the legs; TTrtha and ASrama, the feet.
28 I cannot be sure, but I believe these are the strings that divide the area containing the ceremonial 
dbunFs at me/a-s, such that the different lineages are stationed in their respective quarters.
20 Mathamnaya-s, or substantial extracts from them, are contained in the following Hindi publications: 
Sarma (1963:642-652); Upadhyay (1967:601-617); Vidyanand Giri (1993:60-65); MiSra (1996:33-57); 
Sadanand BrahmacarT (2001:24-26); Puff (2001:44-48); Haridvar Giri (n.d,;66-69). The 
Mathamnayopanisad'xs published in Un-Pub/ishedUpan/sads (ed. Kunhan Raja 1933:48-49), Antarkar 
(2001:72) refers to versions I have not seen: Mathamnaya-stotram and Matbamnaya-setu (ed. Bodas), 
Sffrangam: Vani Vilas Press (1954-1958; 1975). Three English publications contain Matbamnayas-. 
Aiyer and Sastri (1962:49-57; 102; 110); Chakraborty (1973:180-181), which contains short sections; 
and Mishra (2001:1-52), which contains an appendix (Appendix 2:59-61) that compares the verses of 
three published versions of Matbamnayas, those of Sarma (1963), Upadhyay (1967), and KameSvar 
Nath MiSra (1996). Seethe Bibliography for further details of these publications.
30 This text, together with the Mabanudasanam and Sesamnaya (and translations) are contained in 
Appendix 2. Mishra’s text is almost identical to that published by KameSvar Nath MiSra (1996), and very 
similar to other versions of this text, including the Matbamnaya-setu published by Sarma 
(1963:642-652), but for a different verse order in some passages. Sarma’s text of the Matbamnaya- 
stotra (another text containing virtually the same information) is from the Srngeff pftba, obtained in the 
form of a very old handwritten copy from the Sff KamarQpa matha of Banaras. Sarma (1963:647) states 
that the Matbamnaya-stotras he had collected from other matha-s, at NavadvTpa, Ka6T, Kamarupa, 
Lahore, Pune and Mirzapur, are similar, The texts of the Matbamnaya-setu and the Mabanudasanam 
are differently ordered in some passages in some versions of the texts, different versions also omitting 
or adding the occasional verse.
31 Entries with a single asterisk (*) indicate differences contained in the versions of the (d rf ) 
Matbamnaya-setu and Matbamnaya-stotra published by Sarma (1963:642-652). BrahmacarT 
(2001:22-24) provides the Sarada pftba amnaya, which is identical to Mi£ra (1996). At variance with 
Mishra (2001): Vidyanand Giri **(1993:63-66); Upadhyay ***(1967:601-617); Puff ****(2001:44-48); 
Kunhan Raja *****(1933:48-49). The information in the Dad nam vamd vrks is almost identical to the 
Matbamnaya-setu of Mishra, with the exception that the deities of the Jyotir matha are called Surya 
Narayana and Punyagiri; and both Hastamalaka and PrthvTdharacarya are assigned to Srngeff. The 
stban of Jyotir is called Rddhinath, and the /stdevof Jyotir is Dattatreya (no other amnaya in this text 
has an /stdei). The Smgeff matha has (inexplicably) the gaddf of AnusuTya (s/$,
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Matha Sarada-pTtha (also named Kalika)

(Western ksetra) Dvaraka (Arabian Coast, Gujarat)

Jurisdiction (m andate) Sindhu, SauvTra,32Saurastra^Maharastra 

Orders (pa tten /) TTrtha, Asrama

Siddesvara (f) BhadrakafT

(r)34 GomatT, Dvaraka (Gaiiga-GomatT)*****

Sama

Deities (m) 

TTrtha / Ksetra 

Veda

Mahavakya35

Gotra

tat tvam asi36 

Avigata

(you are that)

BrahmacarT name Svarupa 

Sampradaya KTtavara

Appointed pontiff ViSvarCipa (Padmapada)* **** (Hastamalaka)1

Matha Govardhan-pTtha

(Eastern ksetra) Jagannath (Puff, East Coast, Orissa)

Jurisdiction (m andate) Ahga,37 Vanga,30 Kalinga,39 Magadha,40 Utkala,41 

Orders (pa tten /) Aranya, Vana

Jagannath (f) Vimala (Vrsala)*

Mahodadhi (sea), Purusottama.

Rg
prajhanarp brahma43 (knowledge is brahma)

Kasyapa 

Prakasa 

Bhogavara

Padmapada (Hastamalaka) ****

Barbara (?)'

Deities (m)

TTrtha / Ksetra 

Veda

Mahavakha

Gotra

BrahmacarT name 

Sampradaya 

Appointed pontiff

32 The area adjacent to the Indus river.
33 The area around Surat.
34 (r) = river.
35 An aphorism (great saying) from the Upanisads,
36 Chanc/ogya Upan/sad (6.8.7); attached to Sama Veda.
37 The country around Bhagalpur, in Bihar.
38 West Bengal.
39 Orissa.
40 West-central Bihar
41 Orissa,
42 The barbarian region (?).
43 A/tareya Upan/sad (3.5.3); attached to Rg Veda.
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Matha Jyotir-pTtha (also named Badaffka, or SrT)

(Northern ksetra) Badaffka£rama (Jyosmath, Uttarancal, Himalayas) 

Jurisdiction {m andate) Kuru-paficala^KasmTra, Kamboja45 

Orders [padan/) Giri, Parvata, Sagara

Badarika (Narayana)* ****(f) PurnagirT (Punyagiri) 

(r) Alakananda, Badarikasrama 

Atharva

ayamatma brahma46 (the self is brahma)

Bhpgu

Deities (m) 

TTrtha / Ksetra 

Veda

Mahavakya

Gotra

Brahmacari name Ananda

Sampradaya 

Appointed pontiff

Anandavara 

Totaka (Trotaka)

Matha Smgeff-pTtha (also named Sarada)

(Southern ksetra) Srngeff (Western Ghats, Karnataka) 

Jurisdiction {m anctela) Andhra, Dravida,47 Karnata,48Kerala 

Orders {padan/ ) SarasvatT, BharatT, PurT

Adi Varaha (f) Kamaksi (Sarada)* *

(r) Tungabhadra, Ramesvaram 

Yajur

aham brahmasmi49 (I am brahma) 

Bhurbhuva

Deities (m) 

TTrtha / Ksetra 

Veda

Mahavakya

Gotra

BrahmacarT name Caitanya

Sampradaya Bhurivara

Appointed pontiff Hastamalaka (Suresvara) (Prthvidhara) **

44 Western Gangetic plain.
45 Eastern Afghanistan.
46 Mandukya Upan/sad (4.2); attached to Atharva Veda.
47 Tamil Nadu.
48 Karnataka.
40 Brhadaranyaka Upan/sad (1.4.10); attached to Suk/a (white) Ya/ur Veda.
50 PpthvTdhara is identified with Suresvara by PurT (and some other commentators), while Sarma identifies 
Prthvidhara with Hastamalaka.
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In the Mathamnaya-s we find an assignment of the four disciples of Sankara to the four 

p /tb a s, each with its own Vedic school; and the ten names distributed in four groups, 

each with its own Brahmanical gotra, sam pradaya and BrahmacarT name. As can be 

seen, the two points of disagreement between the M atbam nayas concern the deities (at 

three of the p /tb a s) and the appointment of Sankara’s disciples. The M atbam nayas only 

agree on the appointment of Totaka to the Jyotir pTtba.

Gotra denotes an ancient Vedic clan or lineage, the g o tra s  supposedly 

originating with the seven mythological p s/s^  The g o tras  were most probably 

distinguished originally on the basis of different Vedic rites performed.62 There are scores 

of Brahmanical go tras, pertaining to the ten major divisions (and their sub-divisions) of 

Brahmans. There are also twenty-five other Brahmanical clans, including the Kashmiri, 

Nepali and Malva Brahmans, and other groups, all with various go tras. Four groups of 

go tras  are traditionally assigned to one or another of the four Vedas,53 this arrangement 

also being reflected in the correspondence (albeit inaccurate) in the M atbam nayas of 

four go tras  to lourV edas. Mediaeval agama texts of Saiva-Siddhanta reveal that 

traditional initiation into Saivism also entails the acquisition of the gotra/gocara of the 

initiating guru (Brunner 1964:458).

As can be seen from the table giving the structure of the DasanamTs, the four 

p /tb a s  are represented by four Brahmanical go tras  (lineages); Avigata, KaSyapa, Bhrgu 

and Bhurbhava. Kasyapa appears in the first fully formulated lists of the seven /s /s , in 

the Dbarm asutras (Mitchener 1982:30),54 while the Kasyapa gotra  is traditionally in the 

group of go tras  that follow the Sama Veda (Sherring 1872:8). This is inconsistent with

the scheme of the Matbamnayas, whereby the Kasyapa gotra  is assigned to the
51 In Mahayana Buddhism, the term g o tra -as with so many other terms originally employed in a Vedic 
context—has, besides its sense as a spiritual lineage, a technical philosophical meaning, designating 
both a soteriological principle and an aspect of awakening. For further details, see Ruegg (1969).
52 One ot the original senses of gotra, as used in the Rg Veda, was of a 'cowstali' (Kane 1935:10). For 
Jainas, gotra had sense of ‘family’, while in some Mahayana texts gotra meant ‘spiritual class’. By the 
early centuries BCE, gotra had come to designate not only descendants of a common ancestor, but 
sometimes a family, an exogamous unit or social status generally. The so-called pravara recitation by 
Brahmans, which accompanies daily sandPya worship, is a recitation of a list of usually three ancestors, 
who were among the seven primordial /s/s, and whose names constitute got/as, A gotra is the lineage 
of the family, thus confirming from which families a potential wife would be acceptable, as marriage 
cannot be made with a partner from within the same gotra. A man is in one of eighteen gotras, and 
must marry into one of the other seventeen, a system which has survived to the present day (Brough 
1953:2-10; Kane HDS Vol. 2:479-497).
53 See Sherring (Vol.1, 1872:6-113) for a detailed account of the gotras, and (p. 8) their affiliation to 
the Veda. See also Kamath (1986:83) on particular got/as.
54 Agastya is to be found occasionally in the Dharmasutras as an eighth rsi.
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Govardhan p/tba, which follows the R g Veda. Bhrgu appears as an eighth ts t in a 

second list of /s /s , which came to take textual preference over the first list, notably in 

most of the lists to be found in the Paranas (Mitchener 1982:30). In the Brahmanical 

tradition the Bh.rgu gotra  is amongst the go tras  that follow the Rg Veda. Again, this is 

inconsistent with the M atbam nayas, wherein the Bhrgu gotra  is affiliated to the Jyotir 

pftba, which follows the Atbarva Veda. The other two go tras, Bhurbhava and Avigata, do 

not appear in known list of go tras,55 but no one has so far been able to provide a 

satisfactory explanation for them. Gotra and the other elements of the M atham naya 

s—which initiates are supposed to learn—are essentially esoteric verbal markers of the 

initiate’s identity and lineage within the DasanamTs, used for mutual identity and 

detecting imposters: a kind of satpnyasf pravara,

The origin of the four sam pradaya names, Anandavara, Bhurivara, Bhogavara and 

KTtavara, that are given in the texts cited, similarly defies adequate explanation. Most 

commentators follow Ghurye (1964:86) in explaining, somewhat vaguely, the 

sam pradaya in terms of life-style.56 However, in DasanamT practice, the sampradaya 

names, as wth the g o tra s, simply confirm to which of the four groups of lineages the 

initiate belongs, and do not signify a different life-style. The sam pradaya names are used 

by DasanamTs as an identificatory title, such as, for example, M abant Lai PurT, 

Bhurivara.57 (It can be seen, according to the m atbam nayas, that Bhurivara indicates a 

PurT, BharatT or SarasvatT; Anandavar indicates a Giri, Parvata or Sagara; etc.) At the time 

of initiation into sam nyasa by the acatya-guru, a mahavakya from one of four Upan/sad 

s—attached to its respective Veda—is given, the liberating mantra of the lineage. 

However, the distribution in the M atbam nayas of the four Vedas to the four cardinal

55 See Ghurye (1964:85-87); Dazey (1990:288). This author has also failed to find any references to 
these gotra-s in published works.
66 Thus, according to Ghurye, the Anandavara is happy {aoaodd) with whatever food he gets without 
begging, or because his happiness is not derived from worldly pleasures, The Bhurivara {Pharr meaning 
Very much’) is explained as renouncing wealth and living on vegetation in the jungles. The Bhogavara 
(>bhoga meaning 'enjoyment1 or ‘pleasure’) are supposedly indifferent to worldly pleasures. Lastly, the 
KTfavara {tc/ta meaning ‘insect1 or ‘worm’) is supposed either to eat as little as an insect, or to have 
developed a high level of compassion, not even troubling insects. See also Rose (1914:357): 1. Bhog- 
bar, who are indifferent to all earthly things, save those necessary to sustain life; 2. Khet-bar, who 
attempt to eat only a small quantity of food; 3. Anand-bar, who are averse to begging and live on 
spontaneous alms; 4. Bhur-bar, who live on forest products and pounded grasses and ashes. 5. Kan3i- 
bar, who have no desire and live on air and water, in continual beatitude.
67 Of the MahanirvanT akhada at Kankhal (see Bibliography).
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directions is not corroborated in other Brahmanical sources.68

The four BrahmacarT names given, Ananda, Caitanya, PrakaSa and Svarupa, are 

the names given to brahm aodrfs who have passed their first stage of initiation to become 

dandfs. They will subsequently undergo the v/raja-hom a to become dandT-samnyasfs. 

The four BrahmacarT names theoretically correspond to their affiliation to a particular 

pftha. As previously noted, this is determined by the affiliation of the particular m atha V\a 

which the candidate is initiated, to either the western, eastern northern or southern prtha,

4.4 The p/lha-s

In this section, the claims by various matha-s to have been founded by Sankara will be 

surveyed, and it will become apparent that there is no substantive evidence to connect 

6ankara with the early history of any of the matha-s supposedly founded by him. Even in 

the nineeenth century the claims of the four matha-s to be the only legitimate ones were 

far from universally established, it can be seen from the variant schemes of the 

M atham nayas (as shown above) that there is also inconsistency concerning the 

appointments to the four p /th a s , depending on which text is referred to.59The identity of 

Suresvara, who is claimed by the Srngeff, Dvaraka and KaficT m atha-s (see below), is

68 However, Mishra (2001:2) cites the Bhagavata Parana (3,12.37), stating that the Rg Sama, Atharva 
and Ya/ar Veda-s are “expressed" from, respectively, the eastern, western, northern and southern 
mouths of Brahma. However, this verse from the text of the Bhagavata Parana states that: “Beginning 
from the front face of Brahma, gradually the four Vedas—Rg, Yajur, Sama and Atharva—became 
manifest" (trans. Prabhupada): /g-yajuh-samatharvakhyan vedan parvadiPh/r mukha/h (dastram i/yam 
stutf-stomamprayakc/ttam) vyadhat kramat There is no mention of directions.
59 Rose (1914:353) records two (variant) versions of the appointments to the mathas. Chakraborti 
(1973:181) also remarks on the disagreement amongst scholars over the appointments to the mathas, 
one issue being whether it was Hastamalaka or Padmapada who was the first appointed pontiff of the 
PurT matha. The Smgeff tradition, according with the Mathamnaya-stotra, maintains that the first pontiff 
of Dvaraka was Padmapada.
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also disputed.60

Over the previous few hundred years, several advatte matha-s have claimed to 

have been founded by Sankara, many of the disputes being settled by royal decree or by 

a court case. The 'legitimacy' issue stems primarily from the claims of various 

Sankaracaryas to be the sole representative in their area for the title of jagadguru, 

entitled to travel in palanquin and be accorded due honours (adda-pa/ak/), and to have 

the "foremost” right to collect tithes or donations (agrasam bhavana) from adherents or 

disciples in the ksetra supposedly under their jurisdiction. Evidence from the 

Mathamnaya-s have been central to several court cases, as have passages in the 

hagiographies of Sankara, particularly those referring to his last days and final 

sam adh/?' Claims and counter-claims by rival matha-s also frequently involve the 

assertion by one of the parties that parts of a particular text not agreeing with their claim 

have been tampered with.

There is also an ongoing dispute concerning whether Sankara founded either four 

matha-s, as per the Mathamnaya-s, or five matha-s, including Kahcipuram (known as the

60 SureSvara is identified by the monastic tradition as Mandanamisra (see Pande 1994:281-283). 
Relatively large parts of all the hagiographies of Sankara are dedicated to the debate between Sankara 
and either Mandanamisra—the famous MTmamsaka and author of the Brahmas/ddhi, who is portrayed 
as a disciple of another great MTmamsaka, Kumarila—or ViSvarupa, in the SDV (10.103-107), after his 
conversion by Sankara, Mandanamisra (a grhasthd) acquired the name Suresvara (as a samnyas/hf. 
The §DV also refers to Mandanamisra as Visvarupa. The identification of Mandanamisra and Suresvara 
is also made by Anantanandagiri, in the Sahkarav/jaya (sec, 55), and by Civilasa in the Sahkarav/jaya 
(18.44-45). However, in other hagiographies of Sankara (Vyascala’s Sankarav/jaya (6.5.36); 
Govindanatha’s Sahkaracaryacar/ta (6.1); Laksmana SastrT’s Guruvamdakavya (2.143) Sankara’s 
opponent is identified as a disciple of Kumarila called Vtevarupa; and Mandanamisra is a different 
person. Many scholars have argued, on philosophical grounds, against the possibility of Mandanamisra 
being Suresvara: see Dasgupta (Vol. 2, 1922:82-87); Hiriyanna (1923, 1924); Bhattacharyya 
(1931:301-308); Kuppuswami Sastri (1981:27-50); Alston (1980a, Vol. 1:50-51). Sastri 
(1961:281-291) believes that the two could be the same: Mandana could have changed his views. 
However, in perhaps the most extensive and detailed treatment of the topic, Kuppuswami Sastri 
(1937:xxiv—Ivii) illustrates not only the philosophical differences between the two authors, but points to a 
long line of Vedantins—including Vacaspatimi£ra, Vimuktatman, PrakaSatman, Anandabodha, 
Praka|arthakara, Citsukha, Amalananda, Anandagiri, Vidyaranya, MadhusudanasarasvatT, and 
BrahmanandasarasvatT—and philosophers of other schools, whose works illustrate their understanding 
that Mandanamisra and SureSvara were different people, with different views on particular philosophical 
points, Indeed, SureSvara, in his Varttfka and Na/skarmyastddhf, sneers at some of the views of 
Mandana (p. xxx). The main division in adva/ta, between the Bhamatrand V/varana schools (concerning 
whether the locus of nescience resides in JTva ox brahmah) goes back to Mandanamisra and SureSvara, 
However, in some works (see p. xxv), for example Vidyaranya’s V/varana-prameya-samgraha (p. 92), a 
passage from SureSvara’s Vartt/ka (4.8) is attributed to ViSvarupacarya (Dasgupta, p. 83), lending some 
credence to their identification in the Mathamnaya-s. Also, in none of MandanamiSra’s works, or in the 
philosophical works of other authors, is Mandanamisra mentioned as a disciple of either Kumarila or 
Sankara.
81 Amongst the hagiographies, the KahcT matha relies most on the evidence of the ASV (see below), 
where Sankara is said to have passed away at KancT. (This text is rejected as inauthentic by Srngeff.) In 
their support, the KaficT matha also cite evidence for this from the S/varahasya and the Markandeya- 
samh/ta, the authority of which is disputed by Srngeff,
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KamakotT p T th This m atha is nevertheless fully recognised in most orthodox circles.62 

Both 6rhgerT and Kaficipuram claim legitimacy as the authentic southern prtha, and a 

substantial volume of polemical publications from both sides have issued in the last 

century, the foremost contributors being, on the SrngerT side, Sarma (1963); and on the 

KaficT side, KuppuswamT (1972; 2001)63 and Narayana Sastri (1971 [1916]), who 

published the first work in English in support of the KaficT claim. Recently, Antarkar 

(2001) has responded to numerous points raised by 6arma, Aiyer and Sastri, and 

Venkata ram an, objecting to the legitimacy of the KaficT matha. Sarma claims, contrary to 

significant epigraphic evidence, that the KaficT matha only came into existence in the 

early nineteenth century. The Punya Sioka M afijarT  (PSM), one of the three 

hagiographies of Sankara accepted as genuine by the KaficT matha,64 contains a guru- 

param para for the KaficT pitha, going back to Sankara’s founding of the m atha and 

ascension of the gacfcfT in 480 BCE;65 he is followed by SureSvara who was on the gacfdT 

from 477 to 407 BCE.66 The guru-param para \s said by the KaficT to have been prepared 

by Sarvajfiasadabodha, the fifty-sixth acatya, on the gactc/T\xow\ 1512 to 1539. Later
62 Published in Kafyan (TTrtharik) (1997:547-548) Is a list of twenty Jagadgurudahkaraca/yap/tha-s and
upapfthas, The five main pTtha-s “established by Sankara": Jyoti£ pftha, Govardhan pftha, Sarada
pftha, SrtigerT p/Jha, Kamakoti p/Jha, seven "branches or upamatha of the S.rrigerT pithd  (the following
matha-s): Kundi (=KudalT), Sivaganga, AvanT, Virupaksa, Puspagirl, Sankesva/KaravTr, Ramcandrapur
(Hosangar ta/uka, Mysore District); eight mathas in the Karnataka area: Hariharpur (near SrrigerT),
Bhandigedi (Udupi taiukd), YadnTru (Kasargodu taiukdi, Kodanda£ram (Tumkur tafuka, Mysore District),
Svarnvalfi (SirsT ta/ukd), Nelamavu (Uttar Kanada tafukd}, Yoganarsimh Svami (HolenarasTpur, Mysore
District), Balakuduru (UdupT ta/ukd .̂ Another list of twenty matha-s is cited by Anantendra Sarasvati
(1968:388) from a work that I have not seen, by Mahavidvan Venkafacala Sarma. These matha-s are
described as Sahkaraca/yadmdya-dharma-pWiadh/pa-paramparagata-mathah : Sumeru, Paramatma,
Sumeru (at KasT), Hayvaka, Koppala, SrT-Sailam, Ramesvaram, Ghanagiri, Honnahalli, Kaivalyapura,
Muiabagalu, Sirali, Gpdhrapura, Nrsimhavadi, Molavana, Paitana, Ka&T, TTrtharajapura, GangotrT,
TTrthahalli. There is also a reference to a 3ahkara matha at GangotrT in The Light of Asia (1894:331).
My suspicion is that this may be to a now practically derelict matha at Ukhimatha (near GangotrT), which I
visited in 1985. This appears also be the matha referred to by Ghosh (1930:12)—who cites Sister
Nivedita’s Northern Tirthas-̂ which was originally granted to the "Kedarnath order of Sankaracarya” for
(presumably) miltary gosairrs in the service of the kings of Gadhval. The mahant was said to be the
125th in succession.
83 KuppuswamT responds, in large measure, to the arguments presented by R. Krishnaswamy Aiyer and 
K. R. Venkataraman in The Truth about the Kumbakonam mutt, [Publisher and place not 
identified]: 1965. (I have not been able to see this work.) Bader (2000:365) lists thirteen polemical works 
arising from disputes between the matha-s, including those by Sarma (1963), and Aiyer and 
Venkatraman (1965).
84 The others are Anantanandagiri’s Sahkara-y/yaya (see following section) and the Guru-ratna-maia,
85 Antarkar (2001:38) and Veezinathan (1972:1) also refer to the Jagadgururatnamaiastava{Guru-ratna- 
ma/a/maiika [GRM]), containing a list of 57 aea/ya-s for the Kamakoti p/tha. The work is attributed by the 
KaficT matha to SadaSivabrahmendra, who was co-student with Atmabodhendra (1586-1638), both
being disciples of Paramahamsa Sivendra (1539-1586), aca/ya no. 57. It appears that a commentary
on the GRM, the Susama, and the PSM (part 1)—part 2 was written at a later date—were both written 
by Atmabodha. The Susama contains references to the Brhad-dahkara-vifaya of Citsukha, and the 
PracTna-dahkara-viJaya (Pande 1994:21), the two lost hagiographies of Sankara discussed by Bader 
(see following section).
88 See Sastry and Kumaraswamy (1971:194-197) for the guru-parampara.
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additions to the param para were added by several subsequent acatya-s, the current 

reigning acarya being JayendrasarasvatT, the sixty-ninth. However, the credibility of the 

purit-param pafa  pertaining to the period prior to the sixteenth century is doubtful.

The earliest record of an adva/ta matha at KaficT is a copper-plate epigraph, dated 

to 1291/2 CE,67 that records the grant of a village called Ambikapuram (near KaficT) to Sff 

Sahkararya (also referred to as Sankara-yogin), by Vijaya-gandagopala, a Telegu Co|a 

ruler. The inscription mentions pa/a  to CandramauITSvara and adva/ta upadada, It has 

been claimed, by some KancT supporters, that the inscription is referring to a 

Sahkaracarya, and provides evidence of a matha founded by him.68 However, firstly, it is 

clear that the reference cannot be to Adi Sankara, as no one suggests that Sankara lived 

at such a late date. Secondly, the name in the inscription is Sahkaraya and not 

Sahkaracarya.

A Tamil inscription in the Siva temple at Ambikapuram, dated 1516 CE {saka  

1436), is signed by Candra^ekharasarasvatT of the KaficT mathas and refers to a village 

granted to the matha, confirming the aforementioned grant of 1291/2 CE by Vijaya- 

gandagopala (Mahalingam 1940:324; Antarkar 2001:112-115). The next record 

providing information about the pontiffs of KaficT is a grant of a village named 

Krsnarayapuram, made in 1521 CE {daka 1444) by Krsnadevaraya of Vijayanagara, to 

CandracQdasarasvatT, disciple of MahadevasarasvatT.69 In 1527 CE (daka 1450) 

Krsnadevaraya made a further grant, of the village named Udayambakam, to 

SadaSivasarasvatT, disciple of CandrasekharasarasvatT, wherein SadaSiva is described 

as 6iva incarnate, besmeared with holy ash, and wearing rudraksa ma/a (El 

XIV: 168-175).70 While there are several consistent records concerning the names of the 

early pontiffs of the KaficT matha, the name Sahkaracarya first appears in epigraphs at 

KaficT in 1686 CE. The four other m atha-s consistently deny the authenticity of the KancT 

matha, yet the matha currently enjoys equal status with the Dvaraka and Srngeff matha- 

s, the three matha-s being singled out by the Hindu Religious Endowments Commission 

in 1960-1962 as being among the few Hindu institutions which have remained true to 

the aims with which they were established (Bader 2000:304). Several of the

67 Ep/graph/a tncf/ca (El) XIII, pp. 122-132; 194—198.
See, for example, Kuppuswami (1991 :xxix—xxxi), who assigns this inscription, contra El, to 1111 CE. 

A Tamil inscription dated 1536 Saka (1514 CE) refers to Ambikapuram as “Namandu Maddappuram 
Ambi”, meaning village or lands granted to a matha,
69 In another grant, of 1506 CE {£aka 1429), MahadevasarasvatT is mentioned as a disciple of 
SadaSivasarasvatT (El XIII, p. 122), while SadaSivasarasvatT is a disciple of CandrasekharasarasvatT, 
‘CandraSekhara’ and ‘Candracuda’ being homonyms (El XIV, p. 169).
70 See also El XIII, p. 122.
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Saiikaracaryas of those institutions have been, and continue to be, held in very high 

regard.

Regarding the polemical arguments against KaficT, one strand of Sarma’s multi

faceted argument is the absence of any reference to KaficT in the Mathamnaya-s, 

However, the KaficT matha currently denies the authenticity of the Mathamnaya-s, 

believing that they post-date Vidyaranya and were not written by Sankara.71 This is the 

view of most scholars who have examined the Mathamnaya-s. However, at the end of the 

nineteenth century,72 in response to objections by critics that KaficT was not mentioned in 

the M atham naya-s, some supporters of KaficT either found or produced a M atham naya- 

se tu that included KaficT, as the macfhyamnaya or mau/amnaya, and constituting the fifth 

am naya73 However, the production of this amnaya appears to have detracted from the 

KancT claim, rather than substantiating it as intended. Critics of the KaficT claim, notably 

Sarma (1963:312 ff.), have devoted a substantial effort to pointing out the inconsistencies 

contained in the KaficT Mathamnaya. For around 120 years, since the controversy first 

began to generate considerable heat,74 the claim of the KaficT m atha is that Sankara 

founded five m atha-s, with himself as the first acarya at KaficT, and his four disciples at 

the other places recorded in the Mathamnaya-s. The main substance of the Srhgeff claim 

is that the KaficT m atha is a branch m atha—of which there are many—of the Srhgeff 

matha,

One of the issues that has complicated the argument is the shifting of the KaficT 

matha to Kumbakonam, which took place certainly prior to 1763 (Antarkar 2001:139),

71 In reponse to an inquiry I made to the KaficTpuram pftha (23.06.02), the secretary, P. Neelakanta 
Iyer, kindly wrote to me (03.07.02) that, in the opinion of many scholars—he also cites a court 
ruling—the Mathamnaya-s are historically unreliable, were not written by Sankara, and came into
existence after the time of Vidyaranya. However a Mathamnaya-setu that records five matha-s is
referred to (see below), KahcT being the Mu/amnaya; presided over by Sankara himself, the others by
his disciples. (I have not been able to see this text.)
72 Sarma (1963:316-336) refers to a mathamnaya published by the Kumbakonam matha\r\ 1894.
75 Details from this amnaya are to be found in Sarma (1963:‘kha'), who refers to this amnaya also as the 
mutamnaya, u/xtvamnaya and mukhyamnaya\ Matha, Sarada; Adrama, IndrasarasvatT; Pftha, Kamakoti; 
Brahmacarya, Satyabrahmacaff; Vecfa, Rg; Mahavakya, Aum Tatsat; Sampracfaya, Mithyavara; Aca/ya, 
SrT Sahkaracarya. Details provided by Aiyer and Sastri (1962:98) are as per Sarma, but also included 
are: Ksetra, Satyavrata KahcT; Devata; Ekamranatha/KamakotT or KamaksT; TTrtha, Kampa Saras.
74 In 1886, a forum of scholars and pandits met at at the Banaras v y a v a s th a decided that only four 
matha-s were legitimate,. Their decision was based primarily on the SDV and Mathamnaya-s (Antarkar 
2001:135-137). Ironically, it coincided with a tour of the north by MahadevasarasvatT, the 63rd aca/ya 
Kumbakonam matha. However, the purpose of the vyavastha was to discredit the claim of one 
SadanandatTrtha SvamT that Sankara founded a fifth matha at Mulabagala in Dvaraka (see below).
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most probably in 1743 (Srinivasan 1979:246).75 From epigraphic evidence, it appears

that the KamakotT p/Jha was located in the Visnukafici part of KaficTpuram at least until

1686.70 Owing to Muslim raids, the m ajha was then temporarily shifted to Tanjore, at the

invitation of the raja, Pratapa Simha, who built a new m ajha ar\d had a golden image of

KamaksT devf installed. The matha was then shifted to Kumbakonam (Gnanambal

1973:10),77 which may have been the site of a Sankara matha since the thirteenth century

(Champalakshmi 1996:344).78 Endowments were made to the Kumbakonam m ajhaby

the provision of the late Vijayanagara ruler Venkata V in S. 1632 (1710 CE). The main

matha returned to the SivakaficT part of KaficTpuram in the early nineteenth century, the

Kumbakonam m athanow  being a branch matha of KaficTpuram.79

While there is an on-going dispute between the §mgerT and KaficTpuram p/Jha-s

as to which p/Jha was founded by Sankara as the south Indian p/Jha,80 the Sumeru p/Jha

of Banaras also has a claim to have been founded by Sankara, as the northern prjha. 
75 Sastry and Kumaraswamy (1971:202) believe the matha moved to Kumbakonam in the latter part of 
the eighteenth century. Srinivasan (1979:273 fn. 160) refers to a [unidentifiable] copper-plate inscription 
of from the KamaksT temple at KaficT, that refers to MahadevendrasarasvatT (1703-1746), a pupil of 
CandrasekharasarasvatT of the Sahkaracarya matha at KaficT. The inscription mentions the renovation 
of the temple by CandraSekharendrasarasvatT, the pontiff of KamakotipTtham, who came to KaficT from 
Kumbakonam for that purpose in 1840.
78 The vaisnava Srahgapani temple of Kumbakonam was renovated in the early Vijayanagara period, 
beginning in 1385, when the name Kumbakonam was first used. A va/snava mafhawas first attached to 
the temple in the period of Raghunatha Nayaka, in the seventeenth century, since when it has served 
as an important pontifical seat of south Indian Vaisnavism (Champakalakshmi 1996:344).
77 Gnanambal cites T. A. Gopinath Rao, Copper P/ate /nscr/pt/ons Be/ongfng to the Sankaracha/ya of 
the Kamakot/ Pith (Madras: Law Printing Press, 1916: 2-3).
78 A Telegu Coda Copper plate grant of the period of Vijayagandagopala (thirteenth century) records 
provisions made for its maintenance {Ep/graphfa fndica, XIII, A-62. I956-7: 194ff).
70 Both the Kumbakonam (‘junior') and KaficT ('senior') mathas have a traditional entitlement (known as 
merai) to 1/96th part of the land-tax payable to Government, a tradition ratified in the High Court of 
Madras in 1917 by Sir John Wallis and Justice Mr. Ayling (Antarkar 2001:121). In 1894 the Collector of 
Tanjore recommended that 6743 Rs. be paid as mera/Xo the KaficT /77<?/A?(Anantanandendra Sarasvati 
1968:379).
00 A dispute between the KaficT Kamakoti and Srhgeff mathas led to two court cases, in 1844 and 
1848. This concerned the authority to carry out the repair of the ear-ornaments ( tajahka-prat/stha) of the 
Goddess Akhilande£vari, in the Tiruvanaikoil temple at JambukeSvaram, and the entitlement to exclusive 
jurisdiction over certain spiritual affairs of the area, in this case in district of Tirichinopoly. (Incidentally, 
the matha attached to this temple also claims to be the first and foremost of the mathas established by 
Sankara; see Antarkar 2001:95). The cases were decided in favour of the KaficT matha, and the 
Srhgeff matha failed to prove its case for its jurisdiction over religious matters in the south. A similar 
dispute over the consecration of the earrings again took place in 1908, with same outcome, the KaficT 
matha finally performing the consecration. There were several other disputes between the two mathas 
(Bader 2000:290-291 fn 138; Antarkar 2001:94—101). More recently, in 1984, one K. Rajendran 
brought a case at the High Court of Madras (Bader 2000:303), claiming that the incumbents of the 
KaficTpuram majha are not Jagadguru-Sankaracaryas. Rajendran cited the Mathamnayas, and called 
attention to the three branches of the Srhgeff matha in Tamil Nadu. He objected to the control of the 
KaficT matha over the KamaksT-amman temple, and to the participation of the Chief Minister and the 
Minister for Religious and Charitable Endowments in a conference partly organised by the KancT majha. 
The court rejected the suit, and, similar to the ruling in the case brought before the Bombay High Court 
in 1908, maintained that it was not the duty of the government to declare who is or who is not a 
Sahkaracarya.
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Several of the publications of the M atham naya-^ include another (or extra) text (together 

with the other four amnaya-s and the M ahanusasana/ri) that presents—with some minor 

differences—three more matha-s and amnaya-s (see Appendix 2),82 the Sumeru being 

the fifth.83 The Sumeru amnaya is as follows (Mishra 2001:48-52, w . GS-OS):84

in a previous publication Misra (1996:12) claims that, although it is said that there are 

seven matha-s, in fact Sankara founded four of them. The existence of the Sumeru matha 

is explained as being an allegorical ‘heavenly’ m atha65 Upadhyay (1967:610) similarly 

explains the fifth amnaya, Sumeru matha, as an a urcthvamnaya ”, stating that the last 

three amnaya-s have a corporeal form only as knowledge.86 However, the Sumeru matha 

of Banaras still functions—claiming to have been founded by Sankara in 827 CE—and 

maintains a list (up to 1958) of sixty mahant-s who have occupied the gacfcff, the first

81 Kunhan Raja (1933:49); Sarma (1963:650-651); Upadhyay (1967:610-612); Misra (1996:48-49; 
2001:16-52). (Mirra’s text is currently being disseminated by the Dvarka p/tha.)
82 The Sesamnaya-s; called the "Residuary-Shruti Receptacles" (Mishra), and part of the 
Mathamnayasetu (Sa rma).
83 The sixth amnaya (Mishra w . 69-72) is said to be the Self (atmamnayd), and paramatma is the 'great’ 
matha. The sampradaya is sattvatoda (‘goodness-pleasure’), and the pada (‘title1, ‘office’) is yoga. The 
ksetra is the ocean; the deites are (m) Paramahamsa, and (f) ManasI Maya ; the trrtha is Triputl (?); the 
sentences of Vedanta are the instruction; and the acarya is Cetanahrdaya (‘consciousness-heart’). The 
seventh amnaya is Mska/a. The matha is Sahasrarkadyut/ (‘brilliance of a thousand suns’). The 
sampradaya is sacch/sya (’the good student’) and the pada-s are Sn-guru and padukas (a 
mendicant’s ‘holy’ sandals). The ksetra is anubhutr (‘realisation’), the deities are (m) Vi§varupa 
(‘multiform/universal/Visnu’) and (f) Citdakti, and the acarya is Sadguru. The trrtha is hearing the true 
scriptures.
84 Further details are included in the text provided by Kunhan Raja (1933:49)
85 Ja/se ‘Sumerumath1 ko urdhvamnaykahagaya ha/{U ISra 1996:12).
86 unka darrrkevaf v/jfian h f ha/ (Mi£ra 1996:12).
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being MahadevanandatTrtha.87 (Curiously, all the mahant-s but the last, from 1958, are 

named TTrtha’.) The m atha is in a district of Banaras named ‘Sumeru’, possibly indicating 

the antiquity of the matha, and preserves a pair of wooden sandals {paduka), believed to 

have been used by Sankara, hence its other name, the ‘Paduka Matha’. It admits only 

dandFs of the SarasvatT order, and used to be patronised by the Maharaja of Banaras.88 

In the Guruvamsa-kavya, written in 1740 (see below), it is stated (3.25) that Sankara 

established five m atha-s, including one for himself at Banaras. At the Brahmendra matha, 

at the Sivalaya ghat in Banaras, there is an inscription dated 1884 CE (V. S. 1941) 

revealing a guru-param para of Sankara (Anantanandendra Sarasvati 1968:379-380). 

This would seem to indicate that the Banaras matha was of some considerable 

importance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:60) 

relate that “some years ago’’, SvamT Mahesvarananda was designated Sahkaracarya of 

KasT by the then Sahkaracarya of Jyosimath at a ceremony at the Adha-Kumbh at 

Prayag. However, SvamT Anandabodha ASrama, the mahant of the Sumeru m atha at the 

time of Sinha and Sarasvati's study, did not recognise SvamT Mahesvarananda as the 

Sahkaracarya, nor did MaheSvarananda live at the Sumeru matha. One of the most 

important recent pontiffs of the Sumeru matha was SvamT HariharanandasarasvatT 

(commonly known as ‘Karpatri’), who died in 1982. He has been described as the most 

influential dandF not only of Banaras but of all India (Sawyer 1993:170), directing the 

affairs of the Jyotir/?/?/*? even though he was not a Sahkaracarya.

The Mulabagala m atha (in Karnataka) and the Durvaspur m atha (in the vicinity of 

Dvaraka) have both claimed legitimacy, in opposition to the Dvaraka matha. The claim of

87 Sinha and Saraswati (1978:261-2) relate that the matha was supposedly founded as a branch of the 
Sarada pftha by Mahadevananda, who was a disciple of Padmapadacarya, the latter being one of 
Sankara’s four chief disciples. The fifty-eighth mahant, NityanandtTrtha, although himself a vegetarian, 
apparently introduced left-handed Tantric practices, including goat sacrifice to KaU, when he was on the 
gaddf'oeXween 1945 and 1950. Anandabodha A£rama, who occupied the gaddf in 1958, banned 
women from residence in the matha. From 1758, when the gaddfwas occupied by Mahadevananda VI, 
all mahant-s have been of Bengali descent. Several buildings attached to the matha were sold off by a 
drunkard, Vise^varanandatTrtha, the fifty-third mahant, and several bullock-cart loads of manuscripts 
were sold to Annie Besant. At the time of Sawyer’s (1993) research in Banaras, in 1988, the 
Sahkaracarya of the Sumeru matha was SvamT Sankarananda. This author visited the Sumeru matha\r\ 
February 2002. It was in a run-down condition with no resident sadhu-s. I was informed by several of the 
caretakers that the current mahant was away somewhere,
00 There is a copper-plate inscription on the wall of the matha, written in both Bengali and Devanagaff 
Sanskrit. It is dated 1290 daka, and purports to record an inam, on behalf of the local raja, for 
sustaining a temple there, said to have been founded by Adi Sahkaracarya in the eighth century, and 
inaugurated to Sri BhadrakalT. The plate does not appear significantly weathered. A learned colleague 
of mine, Subhajit Gupta, a Bengali Sanskritist, was kind enough to inspect an imprint of the text and 
concluded that the language and characters used in the inscription would most probably indicate a date 
of around the seventeenth century at the earliest for the composition of the text, which appears to have 
been falsely dated.
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the former led to a convocation of pandits at the aforementioned vyavastha in Banaras in 

1886, which decided against the Mulabagala matha, in favour of Dvaraka. In 1945 SvamT 

Sff Abhinava SaccidanandatTrtha was consecrated as head of the Dvaraka matha. Prior 

to this he had been head of the Mulabagala matha; but upon his appointment to Dvaraka 

the lineage of the Mulabagala m atha was merged with that of Dvaraka (Dadanam f 

Sampradaya - The M onast/c Trad/t/on 1999:4).

Bader (2000:299) discusses what he describes as undoubtedly the most 

significant legal case involving the jurisdiction of the Sankara m atha-s, which came 

before the High Court of Bombay in 1908.89 The Sahkaracarya of Dvaraka succeeded, 

under a first court ruling, in preventing his rival at Dholka in Gujarat from calling himself 

Sahkaracarya, and from soliciting money under that name, in defence, the Dholka aca/ya 

had claimed that the Sahkaracarya at Badarinath had long ago set up matha-s in Gujarat 

and elsewhere, having been obliged to quit Badarinath owing to disputes there; and that 

the Dholka matha is a branch of the Jyotir matha. An appeal was brought by the 

Sankaracarya of Dholka, who denied the authenticity of Sankara’s authorship of 

Mathamnaya-s, which the Dvaraka matha had cited in evidence, reiterating that Dholka 

was a branch of the Jyotir matha. The British Judge, Chief Justice Scott, accepted the 

claim that Sankara established four matha-s, but observed that m atha-s may decline in 

prestige, and that new matha-s are established. He noted that the jurisdiction of the 

SmgerT matha was reported to have been divided into five or six branches in 1835.90 

Justice Scott accepted the defendant’s evidence that the Sankaracaryas of Srngeff, 

Dvaraka and PurT had received offerings when they are on tour in districts outside their 

alleged jurisdiction, but allowed the appeal, setting aside the ruling of the lower court. 

The Dvaraka pftha  was again involved in a dispute in 1982, after the demise of the then 

pontiff Abhinava SaccidanandatTrtha, who had appointed SvarupanandasarasvatT as his 

successor. However, at that time Svarupananda was Sahkaracarya of the Jyotir matha, 

where he had been installed since 1973 (Jaffrelot 1996:356). This resulted in 

Svarupanada becoming the Sahkaracarya of two matha-s, which was challenged by 

Madhava Asrama who wished to occupy the Jyotir matha gaddf (Sundaresan 2000:4).

Besides KaficT, at least six other matha-s have various claims to legitimacy in the

89 Madhusudan Parvat v. ShreaMadhav Te&rth, in the Indian Law Reports, Bombay Series, 33 (1909), 
pp. 278-293; The Bombay Law Reporter, 11 (1909), pp. 48-68; see Bader (2000:299 fn. 155),
00 This was on the basis of Sri SunkurSwam/v. Sfdha L/ngayah Charant/\ see Bader (2000:301 fn. 159).
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south (see Antarkar 2001:51 -69 ): the matha-s at Avani, Puspagiri, Virupaksa,91 

Sankesvara, Tuhga SrhgerT and KudalT (or KQcfalT). While the KudalT matha (at the 

confluence of the Tunga and Bhadra rivers in Shimoga District, Karnataka) may date 

from the twelfth century, and Tuhga Srhgeff (in Ghikkamagalur District, Karnataka) from 

the fourteenth century,92 the others date from a later period. The Avani matha was 

founded by Abhinava NrsimhabharatT V, of the SrhgerT matha, who, according to the 

SrhgerT guru-param para, ascended the SrhgerT gaddfow  1576, his demise being in 1599  

(Aiyer and Sastri 1962:165). The earliest record for the Avani m atha is a grant by SrT 

Rahga III, dated 1645 (Venkataraman 1959:60),93subsequent grants being made by the 

Mughal administrators of Bijapur (Karnataka). According to the occupants of the Avani 

matha (Anananandendra Sarasvati 19 6 8 :3 8 4 -3 8 5 ), the matha was established after 

NrsimhabharatT returned to SrhgerT from a long tour in the north, to find that someone 

else had been installed on the SrhgerT g a d d f. Rather than dispute, he set up at the 

KudalT matha. When NrsimhabharatT went on tour again, he left a disciple on the KudalT 

gaddf, to avoid being usurped again. On this tour he established a m atha \n Kolar district 

that was subsequently moved to Avanti (also in the Kolar district), and which became 

known as the Avani matha. Although the Avani matha is currently recognised as a 

branch of the Tuhga Smgeff matha,94 in the eighteenth century the agrasam hhavana 

collected by the acarya, who was on tour in the Kaveri area, went to the KaficT matha, as 

the Kaveri area lay within the KaficT jurisdiction, However, correspondence from the early 

eighteenth century95 reveals that at that time both the Avani and Sivaganga (see below) 

matha-s were paying tribute annually to the KudalT matha (Anantanandendra Sarasvati 

1 968:38 4 -385 ), indicating that it was either KudalT or KaficT that was then considered the 

preeminent matha;

The Tuhga Smgeff m atha and KudalT m atha (whose current jurisdiction is in north

west Karnataka and southern Maharashtra; see Anantendra Sarasvati 1968:363 fn. 11)

01 Both the Puspagiri matha (Cuddapa ta/uka, Cuddapah District, Karnataka) and Virupaksa matha 
(Hospet ta/uka, Bellary District, Karnataka) have their own Mathamnaya-s (Antarkar 2001:80). For the 
mathamnaya stotra of the Puspagiri matha, see Ananantendra Sarasvati (1968:386-387). It seems 
possible that the Puspagiri matha was originally one of four §aiva-Siddhanta matha-s known to have 
been very influential in the development of temple culture in the Cola period [a  1000-1200) (see Ch. 
6.2), given that another matha, at Tiruvanaikkaval, seems to have once been a Saiva-Siddhanta matha 
which was converted at an indeterminable time, after 1200, to an achrarta Sankara matha-s (see Annua/ 
Reports on /nd/an Ep/graphyî SSSAQfo, no. 538, para. 53, 28th July 1909).
02 From inscriptional evidence, it appears that the KudalT matha received grants from 1155, while the 
Tuhga SrhgerT matha received grants only after 1345 or 1350 (Antarkar 2001:55-67).
03 Ep/graph/a Carnataka, X, Mulbagal, 60.
04 The acarya-s of the Avani matha call themselves Avani SrhgerT svamT-s (Venkataraman 1959:60).
05 Letters written in 1711, 1713, 1714 and 1715.
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have both made competing claims for legitimacy, arguing that the other matha is a 

subsidiary.96 Of the two, the currently recognised Sahkaracarya occupies the gaddf of 

Tuhga Srngeff,97 However, it seems that previously the KudalT m atha enjoyed 

supremacy.98 In 1580, during the reign of Kpsnappa Nayaka of Keladi (1520-1609), an 

order was passed prohibiting the aca/ya o\ the Tuhga Smgeff m atha from going out on 

d/gv/jaya. During the reign of the 52nd acarya of KudalT, around 1723, the acarya-s of 

KudalT, Sankesvara and Tuhga SrhgerT matha-s met at Satara (Maharashtra) during the 

reign of Sahu—the successor of SivajT—to decide which of the acarya-s should be 

entitled to agra-puja (first/foremost p u ja ). It was decided in favour of the acarya of the 

KudalT matha. Under the order of Basavappa Nayaka II—during the reign 

NrsimhabharatT, the 53rd acatya of KudalT (1727-1751)—the acarya of Tuhga SrhgerT 

was restrained from going on d/gv/jaya \ and again in 1806, this time under the order of 

Purnayya, the famous minister of Hyder AIT and Tippu Sultan. Another restraining order 

was was also issued in 1820. In 1811, Krsnarajendra III of Mysore permitted 

NrsimhabharatT99 (1820-1856) of KudalT to go on d/gv/jaya in palanquin and with full 

honours, having recognised him as jagadgum  When, in 1836, the incumbent of KudalT, 

the 59th aca/ya, also wanted to go on d/gv/jaya, the Tunga SrhgerT acarya objected and 

took the KudalT aca/ya to  court in Mysore to prevent it; the resultant ruling was in favour of 

Tuhga SrhgerT, hut on Appeal (No.22 of 1847) the ruling was overturned, in favour of the 

KudalT aca/ya, ratified by Sir Mark Cubbon in 1849. Up until the middle the nineteenth 

century, all of the several court rulings in disputes between the KudalT and SrhgerT 

matha-s issued in favour of the KudalT matha.

Although currently the Sankaracarya of the Tunga Smgeff matha is recognised as 

the ‘legitimate’ Sahkaracarya, and not that of KudalT, it seems that it was only in the 

middle of the twentieth century that the Tuhga SrhgerT matha started pushing the claim 

that theirs was the Daks/nam naya matha, or one founded by Sankara for the southern 

region. Records appear to have been altered to this effect (Antarkar 2001:81).

It is not only the KaficT, KudalT and SrhgerT matha-s that have enjoyed dominance 

as the southern matha. The Siva Ganga matha was established at Sivagahga, near

Be There is a story to be found in several sources that while the acarya of the KudalT matha, 
NrsirrihabharatT, was away on an extended tour, around 1570, the gaddr was usurped by the Tuiiga 
SrhgerT matha. This, however, contradicts the account (and the guru-parampara of Tuhga Srhgeff), that 
NrsimhabharatT was initially the incumbent of Tuhga Smgeff (see Antarkar 2001:57-59).
97 The founding of the SrhgerT matha, and its association with Sankara, are discussed in the following 
chapter.
08 Ayer and Sastri (1962:88-92); Anantendra Sarasvati (1968:383); Antarkar (2001:59-61).
00 Another acatya of the same name.
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Bangalore, around 1615, by an ascetic, SankarabharatT, at the instance of Raja 

Wodeyar, the then ruler of Mysore. The spiritual jurisdiction of the m atha extended over 

most of the territory of modern Karnataka. Between 1767 and 1817 the m atha rose to 

prominence, so much so that the Smgeff matha was overshadowed by the influence of 

the Siva Ganga matha. However, NrsimhabharatT VIII, who was on the gaddf as the 

pfthadh/patf of (Tuhga) Smgeff from 1817 to 1879, revived the fortunes of Smgeff 

(Venkataraman 1959:84—95; Antarkar 2001:85-92), ‘rediscovering’ KaladT (Sankara’s 

birthplace), instituting Sankara Jayantfcelebrations all over India, and arranging for the 

publication of a comprehensive collection of Sankara’s works. He also instituted 

meetings of various ‘legitimate’ Sankaracaryas and objected to travel on palanquin 

(adda p a /a k f) and the receiving of presents by the ‘illegitimate’ aca/ya-s of the Siva 

Ganga matha. To settle the dispute, the Maharaja of Mysore passed an order 

(10.06.1831) that both matha-s should enjoy equal privileges. At times, the Siva Ganga, 

Avani and (Tunga) SrhgerT matha-s have sent payments to the KudalT matha, which is 

evidence of their status as subsidiary matha-s in previous centuries. As observed 

previously, the SrhgerT matha subsequently gained preeminence, and gained control of 

the Siva Ganga matha, persuading the government to deny it certain privileges.100

The Virupaksa m atha is another adva/ta matha that has been involved in legal 

disputes concerning its right to exert spiritual sovereignty over the area under its 

jurisdiction, and to collect donations. According to local tradition it was founded by the 

legendary Vidyaranya,101 its first aca/ya being appointed in 1382. However, the earliest 

available inscription is of Krsnadevaraya, of 1515 (Verghese 1995:116).102 In 1863, the 

Smgeff matha filed a suit in the Nizam’s High Court, attempting to prevent the Virupaksa 

matha—which had representatives stationed in Hyderabad and other places—from 

touring and collecting yearly payments. The court decided against the plaintiff, noting that

people were familiar with the Virupaksa matha, and that the $xt\Q&f\samstha/7a
100 The vigorous assertion of power and privileges for the SrhgerT matha by NrsimhabharatT VI li also led 
to several court cases against the Kumbakonam matha, where the KaficT matha was stationed during 
most of the nineteenth century. In 1829, two hundred residents of Madurai had an order 
(n/banc/hanapatr/ka) issued, stating their allegiance to the Kumbakonam matha. The Smgeff acarya got 
a similar order issued in his favour. However, in 1837, when NrsimhabharatT wished to attend the 
Mahamagam festival in Kubakonam, he was prevented by a government order from going by palanquin 
through the street of Kumbakonam housing the Kumbakonam and other matha-s\ he was obliged to 
pass via another route. The acatya went to Tirchiripalli in 1838 and attepted to get donations 
{agrasamhhanavana) from the residents of some villages in the district. Upset, the villagers approached 
the District Collector, who passed an order preventing the Srngeff aca/ya\ron\ doing so,
101 See the following chapter.
102 Another smarta ac/va/ta matha is located nearby, the Cintamani matha at Anegondi. It is believed that 
this matha was founded in the early fourteenth century, and continued to function in post-Vijayanagara 
times.
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(institution) had not toured for many years. The court ruled that the Srhgeff m atha should 

give up its claim to regular payments for spiritual authority; and that the Virupaksa matha 

should continue to impart religious instruction to its disciples, to tour the country, and that 

no one should interfere with that organisation.103

In Maharashtra, in the village of KaravTra, is the KaravTra matha, also known as the 

Sankesvara pftha. The matha appears first to have been affiliated to Sfngeff, and then to 

have seceded in the sixteenth century (Lutt 1978:416). It has four branches, at 

Sankesvara/ KaravTra, Pune, Kolhapur and Satara (Anantendra Sarasvati 1968:367). In 

1925/26 both the Sahkaracarya of Puff (BharatTkrsnatTrtha) and the Sahkaracarya of 

Sankesvara (Dr. Kurkoti) were actively engaged in the politics of the recently reformed 

Hindu Mahasabha, and both were vigorously defending their claim to be Sankaracaryas, 

through public exposure and political activity. BharatTkrsnatTrtha was attempting to 

become pontiff of Dvaraka, but did not succeed, instead becoming Sahkaracarya of Puff 

in 1925, at the request of the dying Sahkaracarya of Puff, MadhusudanatTrtha (Lutt 

1978:415),104

According to tradition, Sankara was of the Nambudiri (Nambuthiri) caste of Kerala. 

Their manners and customs are recorded in the Sahkara-sm rtf and the Sahkaracaryar, 

works reputedly but almost certainly not written by Sankara. According with some of the 

hagiographic accounts of Sankara’s travels (see below), the Nambudiris claim that 

Sankara left Kedarnath, where he had set up a dtva-J/hgam, and returned to Sffsailam via 

Ayodhya, Gaya and Puff, When Sankara reached the south he is said to have 

established four m atha-s in Trichur (Kerala). Two of these, the Thekke matham  

(Tirukkekkat) and the Natuvil matham  (Naduvile) were functioning at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, presided over by Nambudiri samnyasFs, who have, according to them, 

descended in a regular line of succession from the original heads of the matha-s 

(Ananthakrishna Iyer 1912:259).105

Most of the matha-s so far mentioned claim to have been founded by Sankara,

103 The KancT matha, and the Virupaksa, Avani, Sivaganga, Hampi and KaravTra matha-s—the latter 
now all being branches of the SrhgerT matha—are all known as Sarada mathas. While there is a 
reference in some of the v/Jayas of Sankara (see below) to Sankara's inauguration of the worship of 
Sarada dev/ at Smgeff, according to the Mathhamnayas it is Dvaraka that is the Sarada pftha.
104 The Sahkaracarya of Sankesvara/ KaravTra, together with the Sankaracaryas of Puff and Dvarka, 
attended the Allahabad Kumbha Mela of 1918 to preside over sessions of the All-India Hindu Sabha 
(Jater to become the Hindu Mahasabha) and the All-India Sanatana Dharma Mahasammelan. The 
Sahkaracarya of KaravTra was subsequently enrolled into the Hindu Mahasabha (Jaffrelot 1996:198).
105 These mathas are said to have been originally situated at Trichur, but subsequently relocated 
outside town. One of the four mathas (I have not been able to determine which) was transformed into a 
Vedic college for Nambudiri Brahmans (Anantanandendra SarasvatT 1968:378),
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and have param para-s of acarya-s going back to between the eight century CE and the 

sixth century BCE. However, 44 BCE is taken as the date of the birth of Sankara by 

several authorities, including, until recently, the SrhgerT matha. The later date of Sankara 

(788 to 720 CE) accepted by many contemporary scholars was challenged by Narayan 

Sastry (1971 [1916]), who proposed an earlier date of 509 BCE for the birth of Sankara. 

This proposal for an earlier date was accepted by many Indian scholars, some of whom106 

still maintain it, despite many objections raised by various scholars.

I suspect that the views of Narayan Sastry (and hence later scholars) may have 

been substantially impelled by the considerable space devoted to the date of Sankara in 

The Theoscphf'st during the 1890s. Articles on the date of Sahkaracarya appeared in 

Volumes I, IV, XI, XIV and XVI of The Theosoph/st,1107 volumes XIV and XVI containing the 

guru-param para-s of the SrhgerT and Dvaraka matha-s respectively, the Smgeff list 

recording the birth of Sankara in 43 BCE, the Dvaraka list giving the birth-date of 

Sankara in 2631 Yudh/sth/'ra Saka (509 BCE). Scholarly opinions on the date of Sankara 

seem to have influenced the construction of guru-param para-s, and some of them, such 

as that of SrhgerT, appear to have been altered during the previous century to accord with 

the later date (788-820 CE) for Sankara (Antarkar 2001:45), as previously the SrhgerT 

matha had had a guru-param para that accorded 800 years for the life of Su res vara.

Perhaps the earliest list of aca/ya-s for the SrhgerT pftha  is that contained in the 

Srf-purusottam a-bharatf-car/ta, composed by Visnu in the late fifteenth century (Sastry 

1982:7).100 It provides a brief account of the acarya-s from VidyaSahkara (on the gaddf 

from 1228-1333) to Candra§ekhara Bharati II (1454-1464). In one of the hagiographies 

of Sankara, Laksmana-Sastff’s Guruvamda-kavya, written in 1740, is also to be found a 

list of acarya-s for the SrhgerT matha. Antarkar (2001 ;40) believes that this is possibly the 

earliest full list of aca/ya-s of the SrhgerT matha. This work was instigated by the then 

reigning acatya, SaccidanandabharatT II (1705-1741). Probably the earliest widely 

disseminanated list of the Srhgeff aca/ya-s was that published by Gopalacharlu in The 

Theosoph/st in 1893, which was based on a text published twenty years previously by 

Krsnaraja Wodeyar of Mysore. This guru-param para gives the date of Sankara’s birth as

43 BCE, his accession to the Smgeff gaddf as 34 BCE, and his death as 11 BCE. He is
106 See, for example, Aiyer and Sastri (1962) and Kuppuswami (2001), who argue for a birth-date of 509 
BCE.
107 The dates argued for the time of Sankara were: 8th cent. CE (K, T. Telang, Voi, I: 71, 89, 203); 510 
BCE (Subha Rao, Vol. IV: 295, 304-310); 5th cent CE (Bhashyacharya, Vol. XI: 98, 182, 263-271); 43 
BCE (Gopalacharlu, Vol. XIV: 253-256); 509 BCE (Govind-dasa, Vol. XVI: 163-168).
103 I am doubtful about this early date, as it is based on the report of Venkataraman (1959:ix), some of 
whose proposed dates for the acarya-s of SrhgerT lack sufficient historical support.
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followed by Visvarupacarya and thirty-one other gurus, up to Saccidananda Sivabhinava 

NrsimhabharatT, who acceded in 1817. A similar but not identical list was subsequently 

published as an appendix to the Tamil translation of the SDV, under the order of 

NrsimhabharatT VIII, after his demise in 1879.109 Up to 1989 there were 34 or 35 aca/ya-s 

in the six lists that Antarkar (2001) inspected.110 However, it seems that Sankara could not 

have lived earlier than the seventh century CE,111 rendering spurious all guru-param para- 

s that go back to BCE.112

The other three matha-s (of the ‘offical’ four) have a list of between 60 to 144 

aca/ya-s in their guru-param para-s,113 widely disparate numbers of acaya-s for 

institutions that were supposed to have been founded within a few years of each other. 

To date, the Dvaraka m atha has a list of 77 names, going back to Sankara, born in 491 

BCE, the seventy-seventh aca/ya being Abhinava Saccidananda, installed in 1960 

(Misra, Mathamnaya Setu 2001:26). This guru-param para, minus the aca/ya-s of the 

twentieth century, is given in the l//m a/daU4 (pp. 25-28) said to have been written by the 

aca/ya § ff Rajaraje£vara SankaraSrama SvamT, the seventy-third pontiff of Dvaraka, in
109 It was also published in Telugu, by Vavilla RamasvamT in 1885 CE.
110 Many of the pontiffs of the SrhgerT matha have been from the MQIakanadu branch of Telugu- 
speaking Brahmans of Tamil Nadu (Gnanambal 1973:5).
111 See Appendix 9.
142 Sastry and Kumaraswami (1971:201-206), supporters of the KaficT matha, comment that lists of 
Smgeff aca/ya-s are not consistent. A list of thirty aca/ya-s was published in 1854 by His Highness SrT 
Krsnaraja Wodeyar, in which PrthvTdhara is Sankara’s immediate successor at SrhgerT. In some later 
manuscripts ViSvarQpa is introduced in place of PrthvTdhara, but none of them mention the name of 
Suresvara, as found in the list prepared by NrsimhabharatT VIII. In the list of SrhgerT aca/ya-s published 
by Aiyer and Sastri (1962:164), Sankara is recorded as ascending the gaddf in 18 BCE, and passing 
away in 12 BCE. Suresvara follows him, ascending the gaddf in 12 BCE, and passing away in 773 CE; 
a ‘miraculous’ reign of 785 years. Sastry and Kumaraswamy maintain that SureSvara was not introduced 
to the SrhgerT guru-parampara until after 1856. They believe (1971:194-201) that Sankara was born in 
509 BCE, and was the first Sahkaracarya of KaficT, passing away in 477 BCE. The second aca/ya to 
occupy the gaddf was SureSvara (477-407 BCE), followed by sixty-five other aca/ya-s (eight of whom 
were called Sankara), up to CandrasekharendrasarasvatT, who ascended the gaddf in 1907 CE. The 
thirty-seventh was Abhinava Sankara, born in Cidambaram, who was on the KaficT gadcf from 801 to 
839 CE. The proponents of the earlier date for Sankara maintain that it is this Abhinava Sankara who is 
being confused with Adi Sankara, the hhasyakara.
113 See Aiyer and Sastri (1962:167-181) for the aca/ya-s in the guru-parampara-s of four maths'. 35 for 
(Tuhga) Srngeff; 68 for KudalT; 79 for Dvaraka; 144 for Jagannath. These lists seem to be based on a 
Marathi work by Mahadev Rajaram Bodas, Sahkaracarya va tyanca sampradaya, Puna 1923 (Lutt 
1978:412 fn, 2). See also A. K.̂  Sastri (1982: Appendix III) for the (36) pfthadh/pat/s of SrhgerT 
jagadguru-s who go back to Adi Sankara (788-820 CE), followed by Suresvara. Dates only start with 
VidyaSankaratTrtha (on the gaddf \xoxr\ 1228-1333 CE); see Sadanand Brahmacari (2000:29-34) for 
the (78) Jagadguru-s of Dvaraka, also going back to Suresvara, who supposedly occupied the gaddf 
from 447 BCE. According to this guru-parampara, Suresvara is followed by Citsukhacarya (from 423 
BCE), However, Citsukha may be dated to the latter half of the twelfth century, as he comments on the 
Nyaya-makarar/da of Anandabodha Bhattarakacarya, who appears to have lived in the latter half of the 
eleventh and first half of the twelfth century (see Dasgupta, 1922, Vol. 2:49; Satchidanadendra 
Sarasvati 1989:908-943). However, it was long ago suggested (Govinda-Dasa 1894:166) that the 
Citsukhacarya of the Dvaraka guru-parampara is different from the more recent Citsuka.
1141 have not seen this work.
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the 1896 (Misra, Mathamnaya S e tu2001:35; Umesh 1981:169), and published in 1955 

(Antarkar 2001:40).116

In several sources, the so-called copper-plate of King Sudhanva is mentioned.116 

The inscription (last line) is dated Asv/n Suk/a 15, Yudhisth/ra Saka 2663—corresponding 

to 476 BCE—and has been cited on several occasions117 in support of the claims to 

antiquity of both the Dvaraka pftha  and Sankara (who is supposed to have been a 

contemporary of Sudhanva), and to authenticate the claim that Sankara founded four 

matha-s in the four quarters of India.118 Sudhanva (as a king of Kerala) also appears (four 

times) in the Sahkara-d/g-v/jaya (SDV)119 and the Matham naya-s,120 Umesh 

(1981:176-177) is, in my view, rightly suspicious of the authenticity of this inscription: the 

copper-plate was not available from the Dvaraka pftha  for his inspection, despite his 

numerous requests; the Sanskrit is not ancient, as would have been used in the fifth 

century BCE; and the signature of Sudhanva as satvabhaum a (‘Lord of the entire 

earth’)121 is odd, as it is to Sankara that the plate is addressed as a eulogy. Sanskrit first 

came to be used in inscriptions only in the first century BCE (Salomon 1998:86), the

116 The Dvaraka guru-parampara is also published in Govinda-Dasa ( Theosoph/st, Vol.XVI, 1894: 
164-168); Baldev Upadhyay (1963); Yatfsandhyasamuccaya (pub. by Dvaraka -pftha, 1967).
116 For the Sanskrit text and translation, see Mishra {Mathamnaya Setu 2001:62-65).
117 V/ma/dap. 2 (see Umesh 1981:169); Mishra {Mathamnaya Setu 2001:xvii).
118 Installing: (1.1) Padmapada (alias Sanandana) at Bhogvardhana (Jagannath); (1.17) Totaka (alias 
Pratardana) at Jyotir (Badaff); (I.23-27) Vtevarupa (alias Suresvara) at Sarada (Dvaraka); and (1.18-19) 
PrthvTdhara (alias Hastamalaka) at Smg-fsT (SrhgerT). Suresvara is deputed by Sankara to be the arbiter 
of important decisions (1,32-33). Sankara is also said to have installed SrT Kpsna in the revovated temple 
of Trailokya Sundar in Dvaraka, which is particularly renowned for heresies (I.23-26),
110 See Mahava-Vidyaranya 1986. The first (1.60-98) is when Sudhanva (an incarnation of Indra) is 
saved from the perils of Buddhism by the miracles of Kumarila-Bhatta (an incarnation of Skanda): he 
accepts the Veda and expels the Sugata Buddhists. This incident seems to be partly based on an 
account found in the Kera/opath/{the earliest traditional account of Kerala), according to which two of 
the twenty-five Perumals who administered Kerala (Palli Bana Perumal and Cheraman Perumal) 
embraced Buddhism, Palli Bana Perumal (<7.305-317 CE) ordering the Brahmans throughout Malanadu 
to also embrace Buddhism. The Brahmans, with the help of a saint named Jatigaman and six dastrfs 
defeated the Buddhists in debate, resulting in their expulsion by the king, who then abdicated in great 
remorse. Cheraman may have been born, and died, a da/va, though supporting Palli Bana Perumal's 
conversion to Buddhism (Chaudhury 1989:233). In the second incident (5.10-30), Sudhanva’s attempts 
to entice Sankara to his palace are rebuffed. He is finally granted the boon of a son after reciting three 
self-penned dramas. Sudhanva appears (14.166-175) when Sankara visits Kerala; and when Sankara 
commences his d/gv/jaya, he is accompanied by many disciples and Sudhanva, who here makes his 
fourth appearance (15.1-29). During his encounter with Krakaca and his ferocious Kapalika entourage, 
the king fought with bow and arrow on behalf of Sankara, who reduced them to ashes with a mystic 
syllable.
120 Discussing the various characteristics {/aksand\ needed by a wandering mendicant {par/vrajakdi to 
assume authority at either of the four separate pftha-s (Dvaraka, Jyotira, SrhgerT and Govardhana), the 
Mahanudasanam, v. 53 (Mishra, w . 53 and 55 [=Sarma 1963:649, Mathamnayasetu, w . 32 and 33; 
see Appendix 2]) states that he should have the capacity for exertion of Sudhanva for dharma, serving 
gods and kings. The tradition of dharma (v. 55) should be protected eternally by Sudhanva and other 
rulers.
121 See also Mi§ra {Am/tKa/rekha2001:21-23) for a discussion of the term sarvabhauma.
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earliest extant examples of copper plate inscriptions— used primarily to record land 

grants—dating to around the middle of the fourth century CE (the earliest examples 

being in Prakrit, issued by the Pallava and Salankayana dynasties in south India), 

though they appear to have been manufactured from the first or second century CE 

(Salomon 1998:114). Further, the form of copper plate inscriptions is fairly standardised, 

and in no repect similar to the copper plate inscription of Sudhanva. The historical 

existence of Sudhanva seems doubtful as I have been unable to find any reference to 

him in the history of Kerala, and the copper-plate inscription seems to be entirely 

spurious, manufactured to add credence to the legitimacy of Dvaraka and the other three 

pftha-s™

Regarding the history of the eastern pftha  in Orissa, little if anything is known of

the historical origins. It seems that the oldest matha-s in the area were Kapalika and

Pa^upata.123 The Govardhana mathaoX Puff has a list of 144 (or 142) acarya-s contained

in its Mathamnaya, published in Puff as the Sahkaraca/ya-jagacfguru-m atham naya by

Yogendra Asthavadana Sarma in 1930 (Pande 1994:29). The Govardhan matha has

three other branches in Puff, the Sahkarananda, SivatTrtha, GopalatTrtha and

Mahiprakasa m atha-s. The first three matha-s are presided over by sam nyasfs, while the

last is a brahm acarf matha,124 The only dates known for the pontiffs of the Govardhan

m atha are for the last five pontiffs, the first of whom became Head in 1849. In the bald list

many names are repeated. One significant difference between appointments at Puff and

other pftha-s is that at Puff the Sankaracaryas are traditionally first householders before

assuming office. At the other pftha-s the Sankaracaryas are generally appointed much

younger, from brahm acatya. As a consequence, pontiffs at Puff tend to reign for shorter

periods, which could account from its longer list of pontiffs (Lutt 1978:412). However,

there seems to have been some kind of lapse of authority at Puff, as evidenced in a letter 
122 Suresvara's reputation amongst Sankara's hagiographers is such that his appropriation to a particular 
place seems to be a probable (though admittedly unreliable) indicator of the source of a hagiographic or 
eulogistic text. The Dvaraka guru-parampara begins in 509 BCE, and the copper-plate also records 
dates in the fifth century BCE. I would even hazard a guess that the inscription may have been 
fabricated around the time of the previously mentioned disputes over the legitimacy of pftha-s in Gujarat 
during the latter part of the nineteenth century. Curiously, the inscription does not mention Kerala, 
where, according to the SDV, Sudhanva was king.
125 In Bhubane^vara, the oldest matha is the Sadavrata matha, dating from (tentatively) the seventh 
century. It was originally in the hands of the PaSupata order, but in 1964 it was administered by 
BharatTs of the DaSanamT order (Miller and Wertz 1976:13). The second oldest monastery is the Kapali 
matha, dating (tentatively) from the eighth to sixteenth centuries, This matha is associated with the 
Kapalikas, a sect closely associated with the Pa£upatas.
124 The Sahkaranada matha is the more important of the affiliated matha-s, supplying the vice-president 
to an organisation of Brahmans (the Mukti-Mantapa) which oversees sixteen fr/am villages in the Purl 
pargana. The Govardhan matha supplies the president to this organisation (Anantanandendra 
Sarasvati 1968:399).
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from the Sahkaracarya of SrhgerT to his colleage at Puff, dated 1862.125 The 

Sahkaracarya states that “the Acharyas of the Govardhana and Jyotir Maths degraded 

themselves to the position of Gosains [presumably married sam nyasfs] and thus these 

two Maths remained without any Acharya although the Govardhana Math was 

subsequently revived by a Sanyasi from Gougak Nakhal.” Beyond this, not much is 

known, but it appears from East India Company documents that the Puff m atha was (still 

or again?) in the hands of sam nyasf s around 1800 (Lutt 1978:413 fn. 6).

At one time, there seems to have been a close association between the 

Govardhana m atha and the Jagannatha temple, in that the priests of the Jagannatha 

temple used to receive training in ceremonies and rituals in the Govardhana matha. A 

certificate was then issued, which, following the confirmation of the king, permitted the 

priests to carry out their services. Owing to a dispute arising from the removal and 

destruction of the idols of Adi-Sankara and Siva (or Padmapada?)126 from Jagannatha, 

around 1800, the relationship between the two institutions ended.127 Prior to 1900 the 

Sahkaracarya of SrhgerT was regarded as the preeminent authority regarding the 

running of the other m atha-s, and the Sahkaracarya of Puff did not play an important role 

in the religious life of India. This changed in the twentieth century, since when the 

Sankaracaryas of Puff have played a more prominent role in Hindu religious affairs, 

notably under BharatTkrsnatTrtha, who was very active during his period on the gactc/T, 

from 1925-1960 (Lutt 1978:414-415). Prior to becoming Sahkaracarya, he was involved

125 Madhusudan Parvat v. Shr/ Shankracarya, The Indian Law Reports, Vol. XXXIII (-33 Bombay), p. 
289 (see Lutt 1978:412).
126 During his reign, Gajpati Dibyasingh Deva II (1793-1798) renovated the Jagannatha temple, 
temorarily removing the murths of Padmapada and Sahkaracarya. They were returned but 
subsequently destroyed by va/snava-s (Das 1997:109).
127 Puff has winessed periodic contests between va/snava and da/va religious and political authorities 
since the twelfth century, until which time Orissa was da/va, with few va/snava temples. Sakta images 
appear from the eighth century onwards, The rise of va/snava influence began around the time of the 
construction of the Jagannatha temple, begun in 1136, attributed to the Ganga king Anantavarman 
Codaganga, who was most probably da/va. The cult of Purusottama (later known as Jagannatha) was 
raised to the status of an imperial cult, Jagannatha at Puff is mentioned by Sayana ( c. 1370), indicating 
its importance. See Dimock (1963:107); Dash (1978); Panigraha (1981:335-352); Upinder Singh 
(1993:249-259).
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in the Hindu Mahasabha, after 1923, and ran for presidentship in 1925/26.128 At the 

invitation of the Self Realisation Fellowship of Los Angeles, he toured the USA in 1958, 

becoming the first Sahkaracarya to tour outside India.

BharatTkrsnatTrtha died in 1960, having not appointed a successor. The gaddfwas 

vacant for four years, eventually being occupied by NirafijanadevatTrtha, who became 

infamous as one of the instigators of the agitation against the government’s failure to 

implement a pan-Indian ban on cow-slaughter.129 Since the early twentieth century, the 

Sankaracaryas of Puff, Dvaraka and Jyosimath have been mutually supportive during 

various religious and political protests, their orthodox stance being supported by Hindu 

organisations such as the Hindu Mahasabha and the Jana Sangh (Lutt 

1978:416-417),130

Little information is available about the Jyotir matha in the north, for which 

Antarkar was supplied with a list of 82 acatya-s in 1987 by the then acarya™  Mi3ra {Am /t 

Katrekha, 2001:102-106), an affiliate of the Dvaraka pftha, maintains that the Jyotir pftha  

was vacant from 1776 to 1941 (165 years),132 during which time the gaddf was removed

128 In January 1906, at the Allahabad Kumbha Mela, the Sahkaracarya of Purl presided over the 
orthodox organisation, Sanatana Dharma Mahasabha; at the inauguration of the All-India Hindu Sabha 
at Hartdvar, in 1915, the Sahkaracarya of Puff acted as one of the three Sahkaracarya vice-presidents; 
three Sankaracaryas—of Puff, Dvaraka and SahkeSvar/KaravTra—presided, at the Allahabad Kumbha 
Mela of 1918, over sessions of the All-India Hindu Sabha (later to become the Hindu Mahasabha) and 
the All-India Sanatana Dharma Mahasammelan; BharatTkrsnatTrtha was Involved in the nationalist 
movement, having contacts with Aurobindo and Gokhale. hie was arrested but acquitted in 1921 after 
involvement in the famous ‘Karachi case’, a consequence of the All-India Khilafat Conference held in 
Karachi in July 1921, when Maulana Mohammed Ali declared it unlawful for any faithful Muslim to serve 
in, or conscript for, the British army. As Sahkaracarya, he was extensively involved, between 1931 and 
1933, in opposition to the Untouchability Abolition and Temple Entry Bills. After 1952, BharatTkrsna 
spent more time in Nagpur, founding the V/dva Punarnirmana Sahgha (World Reconstruction 
Association) there in 1953, and eventually settling in Nagpur.
129 On November 6th, 1966, 200,000 people tried to storm parliament, resulting in eight deaths and 
many injuries, 750 people (including 500 samnyasfs) were arrested. NirafijanadevatTrtha undertook a 
73-day fast in an unsuccessful attempt to change the decision of the government. In 1972, he formed 
an organisation against family planning, concerned that the proportion of Hindus in the population was 
decreasing.
130 In July 2000 a dispute erupted over the gadofcft Puff (Bannerjee 2000:34). SvamT Adhoksajananda, 
from Banaras, arrived in Puff, claiming that he was the real Sahkaracarya, having been ordained by the 
previous aca/ya of Puff, SvamT NirafijanadevatTrtha. However, he was arrested and expelled from the 
town, with widespread support from local dignitaries for the incumbent, SvamT Ni^calanandasarasvatT. 
The case is not straightforward, as the incumbent’s appointment—finally in 1995—had been surrounded 
by controversy and had taken several years, an appointment to the gaddf needing the recognition of 
the state's endowment commissioner. One of the objections raised against NiScalanandasarasvatT’s 
appointment was that a Sahkaracarya of Puff should be a TTrtha, and not a SarasvatT. In the context of 
this particular dispute, it is perhaps interesting to note that according to the Mathamnayas—used many 
times in court in legal and jurisdiction disputes by Sankaracaryas of the four main mathas—TTrthas 
should belong to the Dvaraka pftha, and SarasvatTs to the SrhgerT pftha.
131 The current aca/ya frequently resides in Allahabad, where the Jyotir matha has a pathada/a.
132 According to some records, the Jyotir matha ceased to function for nearly three centuries, but the 
current authorities of that institution admit a break of only 165 years (Cenkner 1983:111).
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to Dholka, where it was occupied by a continuous line of Sankaracaryas during the 

interval. (It will be recalled that the Dholka gaddf was the object of a considerable legal 

dispute.) Pande (1994:29) observes that the tradition of the Jyotir m atha is incomplete 

and shows interruption in the succession. Of the earliest period, twenty-one names are 

recounted in verses contained in an Appendix to a manuscript of the M antra-rahasya.133 

There is also a list of twenty-one names for the period between 1479 and 1776,134 then 

there is a gap until the twentieth century. In 1851/2 there was an earthquake in the area 

which destroyed the (Mason 1994:17).

During the early part of the twentieth century there were several court cases when 

various people laid claim to be the Sahkaracarya of the Jyotir m atha (Sundaresan 

2000:1). However, on May 11th, 1941, BrahmanandasarasvatT was installed as pontiff, 

with the approval of the Sankaracaryas of Smgeff and Puff, and support from Karpatri of 

Banaras and the Maharaja of Darbhanga.135 His appointment was, however, surrounded 

by controversy, as was the appointment—after his demise in 1953—of his successor, 

SantanandasarasvatT, who had a rival, Krsnabodhasrama. Both were appointed 

Sahkaracarya by the rival factions, resulting in court proceedings, decided in favour of 

Santananda, who was subsequently succeeded by VisnudevanandasarasvatT in 1981. 

However, the controversy lingered on concerning the rightful successor to the Jyotir 

pftha. In 1979 a meeting of the Sankaracaryas of the four amnaya matha-s took place at 

Smgeff, the first ever such meeting. It was convened by the then Sahkaracarya of 

Srngeff, Sff Abhinava Vidya TTrtha, but neither Santananda nor Visnudevananda were 

invited. Another court case which began in 1999, at Allahabad, concerning the 

succession to the Jyotir matha, was still running in 2000.136

Our relatively brief excursion into the histories of various acfva/ta matha-s has also

133 Mayadatta Sastri, Jyot/dpftha-Parfcaya, p. 16 (oited by Pande).
134 Harl Krsna RatCiri, Garhwaf Ka ft/has, p. 55 (oited by Pande).
135 BrahmanandasarasvatTs reputation was enhanced through the influence of his former secretary and 
disciple, Maharsi MaheS Yogi, who, famously, became a guru to the Beatles, Marianne Faithful, 
Donovan, and other pop-stars from the nineteen-sixties. (For further details of the relationship between 
the Maharishi—as he became known—and Brahmananda, see Mason 1994:12-23.)
136 For further details of the dispute concerning the gaddf, the claim exerted by svamf-s of three 
separate lineages, political influence, and the subsequent succession, see Dadanamf Sampradaya 
(1999); Sundaresan (2000); P. IN. MiSra \Amtt Kafrekhdi (2001).
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shown that very little reliance, if any, can be placed on the param para- s of the m athas™  

or the information in the M atham nayas that Sankara founded four m athas in four 

specific places, each pftha  being associated with either two or three of the ten lineages: 

the status of various pftha-s was still being contested in the nineteenth century. The 

epigraphic evidence which has been examined indicates there that were adva/ta m atha 

s in south India dating from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, notably Tunga- 

Sfhgeff, KudafT-SrhgerT and KaficTpuram. While the specific sectarian identity of the KaficT 

m atha referred to in early inscriptions is hard to determine, we will see in Chapter 6.5 that 

a Smgeff m atha was not associated with the name of Sankara at the time of its founding 

in the fourteenth century. Regarding the current main m athas in the north, at Dvaraka, 

Puff and Jyosimath, there appears to be no reliable epigraphic or other evidence that is 

more than than a couple of hundred years old referring to these institutions.

137 According to the guru-parampara of (Tuhga) SrhgerT (see Aiyer and Sastri 1962:164-181), none of 
the first four acarya-s of the SmgerT after Sankara are named SarasvatT, BharatT or Puff, as they should 
be according to the Mathamnaya; acarya-s nos. 8 to 11, and nos. 35 and 36 are named TTrtha (located 
at Dvaraka in the Mathamnaya)', and acarya-s nos. 5, 6 and 7 are Giris (located at Jyotir matha in the 
Mathamnaya). There are no Puffs or SarasvatTs in the list at all. In the KudalT list all the acarya-s are 
BharatTs. Of the seventy-nine acaryas of Dvaraka (TTrtha and ASrama according to the Mathamnaya), 
only six are TTrtha, one is a SarasvatT (acc. Smgeff), thirty-six are A6rama, while the rest have other 
names. The 144 acarya-s of the Jagannatha matha should be called either Vana or Aranya, according 
to the Mathamnaya, yet none of them have that name. After the eighteenth, all but two are TTrtha 
(located at Dvaraka in the Mathamnaya^ and the first seventeen have other names. (No guru-parampara 
is provided by Aiyer and Sastri for the Jyotir matha.)
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CHAPTER 5: SANKARA’S HAGIOGRAPHIES AND HIS RELIGIOUS ORIENTATION

It was suggested in the previous chapter that the popular notion that Sankara founded 

four matha-s is highly improbable. In this chapter, the hagiographies of Sankara will be 

surveyed for what they reveal concerning the founding of matha-s and other legends 

central to the traditional life of Sankara. Sankara’s religious orientation will also be 

analysed, and it will be seen that Sankara, despite being projected as an incarnation of 

Siva in the hagiographies, was almost certainly a va/snava, as were his immediate 

disciples. In the final section, the hagiographies of Sankara will again be returned to. 

They provide further evidence of the improbability that Sankara founded either matha-s 

or an order of ascetics.

5.1 The hagiographies of Sankara

Two scholars in particular have made detailed studies of the hagiographies of Sankara, 

namely Antarkar1 and Bader (2000).s Around twenty Sanskrit hagiographies of Sankara 

have so far been uncovered.3 Several biographical works have been composed since 

the late eighteenth century, on the basis of earlier works or tradition,4 but vernacular texts 

do not start appearing until the end of the nineteenth century. Bader examines eight of 

the hagiographies (some other texts, not examined, being largely derivative of one of the

1 1960 (Unpublished thesis, ‘Sahkara-Vijayas: a comparative and critical study1, Poona); 1960; 1961; 
1972; 1997.
2 See also Kuppuswami (1972:7-20); Pande (1994:1-39).
3 A few brief references and details of Sankara's life may also be found in the S/va-rahasya (9.16); 
Pataffjafl-car/ta {8), composed by Ramabhadra-DTksita, *7.1700; Markandeya Samh/ta (72.7.10,11-18; 
73.7.1—2); Unga Parana (1.40.20-22); Kurma Purana (28.32.35); Saura Purana, and Padma Purana. 
Texts of these passages (the last two without references) are included in Pande (1994:36-38). Details 
of Sankara's life may be found in several other Puranas (see Sankaranarayanan 1995a:5-14, who lists 
a total of 33 sources, including the hagiographies).
4 One of the better known of these is the /Sankara-dfgv/jaya-sara of Sadananda, composed in the late 
eighteenth century. His son-in-law Dhanapati Suri composed the Dind/tna, dated to 1824, a well-known 
commentary on the SDV,
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eight works considered):5 Madhava’s Sahkara-d/g-v/jaya (SDV), Anantanandagiri’s

Sahkarav/jaya (ASV),6 Cidvilasa’s Sahkarav/7asa (CSV), Vyascaia’s Sankarav/Jaya

(VSV), Rajacudamani-DTksita’s Sahkarabhyudaya (RSA), Govindanatha’s

Sahkaracaryacar/ta (GSC), Tirumala-DTksita’s Sahkarabhyudaya (TSA), and Laksmana-

Sastff’s Guruvamsa-kavya (GVK).7 All texts are tentatively dated post-fourteenth century,

the earliest being the ASv and the VSV,8 most probably followed by the CSV and TSA.9

Antarkar (1973:2) places the CSV perhaps before the RSA (£7.1630), and possibly before

the TSA (16th cent.). Bader (2000:24) believes the RSA and GSC to have been written

around 1650, while the GVK may be dated to 1740, and the SDV to between 1650 and

1798 (Sawai 1985; Bader 2000:53-62).

The Sankara-dig-v/Jaya (SDV/MadhavTyd)10 of Madhava11 is by far the most widely

distributed of the hagiographies of Sankara, the incumbent Sankaracaryas of the SrhgerT

and Dvaraka/Jyotir matha-s maintaining that this text is the most authoritative account of

the aca/ya-’s life. Since the establishment of its widespread reputation, towards the end

a Bader also discusses two so-called ‘lost’ hagiographies of Sankara, the Pracma-Sahkaravijaya 
(PrSV)—attributed by some (see Pande 1994:7) to Anandagiri (or Anandajfianam)—and the Brhat- 
Sahkarav/jaya (B.rSV) attributed to Citsukha. (According to one tradition, Citsukha—also called 
Visnusarman—was a direct disciple of Sankara.) Narayana Sastri (1971 [1916]) was one of the first 
scholars to call attention to the lost’ texts, Antarkar (1960; 2001:26) believes in the existence of the 
BrSV, yet has not succeded in seeing it, despite efforts over the last 35 years; nor has Pande (1994:9). 
According to two commentaries on the SDV—Acyuta’s Ac7vaitara/ya-Laksmr{\l,16.103), dated to 1798, 
and the D/nrf/ma-Ahe PrSV was a source for the ^DV. However, Bader (2000:342-350) believes the 
PrSV to be a summary of the contents of ASV. Atmabodha (Atmabodhendra)'s Susama{a commentary 
to the Gururatnamaf/ka attributed to Sadasiva Brahmendra) also cites the PrSV and the BfSV. 
According to the concluding stanzas, it was written in 1720 (Pande 1994:7; Antarkar 2001:38). 
However, it may be older still, as Atmabodha is dated from 1586-1638. No text of the BrSV is available, 
but for a single chapter published by Sastri (1971:272-281). It contains astrological information and 
faulty Sanskrit that lead Bader and Umesh (1981:179-182) to doubt its authenticity.
6 Antarkar (1961) demonstrates that this Anantanandagiri cannot be identified as Anandagiri, the 
Vedantin, with whom he is sometimes identified,
' There is a complex relationship between the texts: see the table comparing contents (Bader 
2000:74—76). The texts fall essentially into two groups, comprising slightly different traditions (Bader 
2000:242), Group A comprising the ASV, CSV and the GVK, and the other, Group B, comprising the 
VSV, RSA, G§C and SDV. The TSA stands somewhat alone.
8 Some believe the VSV to have been written by Mahadeva IV, the 52nd aca/ya of KaficT, from 
1498-1507 (Pande 1994:20).
9 In the colophons of the TSA, Tirumala-DTksita says that he is devoted to ParamaSivendra. According to 
the guru-parampara of the KaficT matha, the fifty-seventh acarya was ParamaSiva II 
(ParamaSivendrasarasvatT), who reigned from 1539 to 1586, and was the the guru of Sadasiva 
Brahmendra (Aiyer and Sastri 1962:131). If we accept the admittedly unreliable chronology of the guru- 
para/ppara-s, and if the ParamaSivendras are identical, then the T^A may be placed in the latter part of 
the sixteenth century.
10 See Madhava-Vidyaranya (1986) for the references in this section.
11 Even though the colophons at the conclusion of each of the sixteen chapters state that the text was 
written by Madhava, the editor of the widely circulated Anandasrama edition of the SDV has changed 
not only the title of the work (to Sa/pkscpa-Sahkara-/ayd) but also the author’s name, to Madhava- 
Vidyaranya. Besides Bader, several other scholars have presented evidence against the possibility of 
Vidyaranya’s authorship: see Sastry (1971:229); Antarkar (1972:1—23); Sawai (1985:454-459).
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of the eighteenth century, subsequent writers largely restate its contents.12 According to 

the 6DV, Sankara had four direct disciples, whom he converted to his philosophy.13 

There is a reference (10.71) to Sankara’s setting up a temple at Smgeff and initiating the 

worship of the d&vf Sarada, and to his installing certain of his disciples in adrama-s, such 

as the one at Rsyasrhga14 (SrhgerT) for ensuring the greatness of his creed (16.93). He 

also built a temple to devr at KaficTpuram, inaugurating worship according to Vedic 

tradition (15.1-20).15 However, no mention is made anywhere in the text of their 

appointments to head the four m atha-s, nor is there any mention of the founding of an 

order of ascetics, nor the term ‘DasanamT’. Given the relative lateness of this text, the 

absence of any reference to the founding of an order of ascetics or four matha-s is 

indeed intriguing.

5.2 Sankara's life in the hagiographies

Sankara’s own works, previously discussed, provide very little information on the life of 

the acarya. We know from these that Sankara became a sam nyasf and that his guru was 

Govinda, but not much more. According to tradition, Sankara was of the Nambudiri 

caste, an orthodox Brahman caste who are the only original Brahmans of Kerala, 

renowned for their maintenance of Vedic rites which are extinct elsewhere.16 Suresvara, 

in his Vartt/ka (6.22-23) on Sankara’s Brahm a-sutra-bhasya, tells us that his teacher was 

a “lordly ascetic who walked with a bamboo staff” and that he was descended from the /s f 

Atri, indicating that Sankara was a Brahman (Alston 1980a, Vol. 1:44). In the 

Na/skarm yasiddhf (4.44)17 Suresvara refers to Sankara as a dravtcfa, indicating

12 There are two exceptions (Bader 2000:23): the Acarya-d/gvffaya-campu, by VallTsahaya, and the 
Brhacchahkarav/jaya by BrahmanandasarasvatT. The former text may be dated to the end of the 
nineteenth century, while the latter idiosyncratically diverges significantly from the other hagiographic 
works.
13 Sankara’s first disciple was Padmapada (Sanandana), whom he met in Banaras; followed by 
Hastamalaka, who became his disciple in Mukambika (Kollur); Totaka (Giri) became his next disciple, in 
SrhgerT; lastly, Suresvara, who became his main disciple.
14 In Hindu mythology, RsySmga is (in most texts) a single-horned ascetic who is seduced by an 
enchantress on behalf of Indra, who fears the ascetic’s tapas{see Doniger O’Flaherty 1981:42-54).
10 This was towards the beginning of his d/gwjaya according to the SDV, and at the end of the digv/Jaya 
according to the ASV (see below).
16Mayeda (1992:7 fn. 7) notes that insofar as the Nambudiri’s adhere to any philosophical system at all, 
it was to the (Kumarila) Bhatta school of Purva MTmamsa, which Sankara attacked in his works (see 
below). It is suggested that adva/ta philosophy was adopted by the Nambudiris only after it had become 
popular in other parts of India.
” See Grimes (1992).
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Sankara's southern origins.10 However, it is interesting to note that in the works 

considered genuine, all Sankara’s references to places are to those in the north, in the 

Ganges delta (Alston 1980a, Vol. 1:44). Sankara also refers to the Himalayas,19 lending 

some support to the supposition that Sankara wrote and taught in north India. Our only 

other source of information for the life of Sankara is the hagiographies, which Bader 

(2000:72) considers it more appropriate to take as the creation of hagiographers rather 

than as any kind of historical record.

Amongst the numerous incidents recorded in the various hagiographies, particular 

stories are common to all.20 However, since the SDV has become the most well-known of 

the hagiographies, particular incidents contained therein have become standard to the 

contemporary understanding of Sankara’s life, even though they do not occur in the other 

hagiographies.21 All of Sankara's hagiographies agree in describing the tapas 

undertaken in order to have a child by a pious but childless Brahman couple, Sivaguru 

and his wife, usually referred to by the respectful epithet Arya or Aryamba. In all texts but 

one, Sankara is born in Kalati,22 a village in the Ernakulam district of Kerala.23 Sankara is 

initiated into an acfva/ta lineage by his guru, Govinda, that goes back, ultimately, to Vyasa 

and Siva.24 His mission is to restore the true teachings of Vedanta, to which end he is to 

write his commentary on the Brahmasutra, which is approved by Vyasa, who grants him 

an extension of sixteen years on his life, which was originally destined to finish when he 

was but sixteen years old.25
1BThis is also indicated by Sankara’s practice of writing as performed through incisions into palm-leaf that 
were later filled with ink. This is the method utilised in south India, whereas in north India, ink was 
applied at the time of writing, often on birch-bark.
19 In the BSB (11.3.14; III.1.8 [see Sahkaracarya 1993:468,567]) Sankara refers to the melting of snow 
and hail. He refers to a blind man dreaming he has seen a Himalayan peak (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad- 
Phasya IV.3.6 [see Sahkaracarya 1965:605]).
20 See Bader (2000:77-99).
21 One prominent example is when Sankara avoids an outcast© in Banaras, who is Siva in disguise, an 
incident which only occurs in the SDV and the Tf3A.
22 In the Calcutta edition of the ASV Sankara is born in Chidambaram, Tamil Nadu, a place more 
commonly associated with the birth of Patahjali, the author of the Yogasutra, who is an embodiment of 
the primal serpent, Adteesa (see DTkshitar (1965:5.2-5.8).
23 The description of Sankara’s birth uses stock images of kavya literature, as found in ASvaghosa’s 
Buddha-carita and Kalidasa’s RagPuvamda (Bader 2000:80). When Sankara was five, Sivaguru was 
about to perform Sankara's upanayana, but died; his mother performed the rite. Against the wishes of 
his mother, Sankara wanted to leave home and renounce. While bathing in the river, Sankara is seized 
by a crocodile. Brahmanical tradition permits renunciation in the event of a life-threatening calamity 
(apat-samnyasd), and Sankara, in the jaws of death, asks his mother permission to renounce, which 
she, of course, grants, miraculously saving him.
24 Govinda’s teacher is Gaudapada, the author of the earliest specifically adva/ta text available, the 
Gaudapadfya-kar/ka (King 1995:15). In the hagiographies, Gaudapada is also linked with another 
lineage, descending from Patafijali. Although current tradition, taken from the SDV, locates Govinda by 
the Narmada river, only three texts agree on this, and do not specify the place.
25 Sankara's life-span is omitted in the CSV (Bader 2000:85 fn. 25).
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Perhaps the most fundamental theme of Sankara’s life story is that he is an 

avatara of Siva,26 the concept of avatara being common in the traditional biographies of 

both kings and saints in India. The avatara, Buddha or TTrthankara is the divine 

descendant, sent to earth to rescue people from heresy, encroaching decadence and 

chaos, and to reestablish cosmic order.27 Sankara moves freely from the human to the 

divine plane, experiencing human suffering— notably as a child—and is involved in 

numerous rational debates, yet is divinely incarnated and can perform miracles in time 

and space. The incarnations of Siva generally reflect the ambivalent and often 

frightening qualities of Siva, in contrast to some of the more benign incarnations of Visnu, 

One important exception is the incarnation of Siva as LakulTSa, the preceptor of the 

PaSupata order who probably lived in the second century (Chakraborty 1970:8-12),20 

and who may possibly have partially inspired Sankara’s hagiographers: like Sankara, 

LakuITsa also had four pupils, named KuSika, Garga, Mitra and Kaurusya. The concept of 

divine presence— and also, by implication, divine grace—being inherent in outstanding 

religious leaders was first articulated in the Gupta period. The first historical evidence for 

an identification of a historical person with a deity—even though such an identification 

may have been made previously—was that made (posthumously) between LakuUSa and

20 Sawai (1987) also summarises Sankara's purpose of incarnation, as told in the SDV: to haft the
conduct of “evil" people, establish Vedic dharma, and to guide people to salvation. The da/va
mythological frame of the hagiographies of Sankara draws on themes found in the Purana-s, In the
ASV, CSV and GVK, it is Narada who is alarmed by the Brahmans’ neglect of their duties, their rampant
heresies, and the decline of Vedic sects. To save the world from chaos, Siva agrees to incarnate as
Sankara, the son of a pious Brahman woman. In the TSA, SDV and GVK, the story begins with Siva 
himself, who is approached for help by the d&va-s. In the TSA and SDV, not only Siva incarnates (as
Sankara), but Brahma becomes MandanamiSra, SarasvatT his wife, Kumara is born as Kumarila-Bhatta 
{aca/yd}, Narayana as Padmapada, and Vayu as both Hastamataka and Totaka.
27 See Granoff (1984; 1988a; 1988b) and Snell (1994) for excellent studies of the transmission and 
common motifs in Indian hagiographies. See Schober (1997) for articles on the importance of the 
hagiography of Buddha for the Buddhist tradition. Even in the earliest stratum of Buddhist texts, the 
biography of the Buddha is inherent in the teachings transmited (Reynolds 1997:19-39).
“ The Mathura pillar inscription of Candragupta II (of Gupta year 81, regnal year 5, =380 CE) mentions a 
da/va guru who was tenth in succession from KuSika. This provides an approximate date for LakuiTSa, 
who is identified with Siva in the inscription, an identification probably made not much earlier 
(Stietencron 2001:34 fn. 21).
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Siva29 (Stietencron 2001:22).

It is evident that many of the motifs central to Indian hagiography may also be 

found in other religious contexts. Heffernan’s remarks concerning Christian saints and 

their biographies in the Middle Ages are appropriate— in a parallel way—to saintly 

samr/yasFs\ that paradigmatic action dominates narrative structure; and that for actions 

narrated in the lives of the saints to be binding for the community, they had to be im /tat/o  

Chr/stf. Gregory of Tours (538/9-593/4), one of the most influential early mediaeval 

sacred hagiographers, believed that the saint, unlike the rest of mankind, lived 

simultaneously in two worlds, the heavenly and the earthly (Heffernan 1988:6-10). 

“Sacred biography, although it exalts the individual, does so only having made perfectly 

clear that the exaltation is the result of Providence. There are no genuinely autonomous 

acts of heroism in this genre; all actions, whether good or evil, are contingent acts” 

(Heffernan 1988:64). Such remarks are quite apposite to the sam nyasfs being 

discussed.

A central motif of the hagiographies is Sankara’s all-India tour of victory, his 

d/gv/jaya establishing his supremacy over all rival views.30 Throughout his journey he is 

victorious over all rival sects and views—the very existence of which indicates the 

decline of the Vedic tradition—and reestablishes the corrrect understanding of the 

sacred texts. The other hagiographies differ considerably over the places visited.31 The

29 Lorenzen (1983), focusing primarily on the SDV, has indicated several parallels between the lives of 
Sankara and Kpsria, the earliest Indian god to be given a real hagiology. Details of Kpsiia’s life, 
particularly the birth and infancy, amply fit the “standard saga" of the hero as elaborated by the 
psychoanalyst, Otto Rank, in 1914, Two significant differences between the life-story of Sankara and 
Kpsna are the lack of conflict with a father figure, such as Kamsa, and the absence of abandonment 
and adoption by other, more humble parents, such as Nanda and YaSoda. Lorenzen has pointed to the 
tension in the hagiographies between Sankara, the lone da/va samnyasr renunciate, and the 
householder va/snava tradition represented by his mother, a staunch va/snava, a tension most famously 
explored in Dumont's (1960) structural analysis of Indian society, referred to in the Introduction. Bader 
(2000:128) acknowledges the tension in the hagiographies between householder and samnyasr but 
disagrees with Lorenzen's (1983:164) supposition of a va/snava component in the narrative, implied in 
a comparison of the childhoods of Sankara and Kpsna; the hagiographies of Sankara are distinctly da/va 
in orientation.
30 This features in five of the hagiographies (Bader 2000:141-182), the most extensive account being 
contained in the A6v, which is associated with the KaficT matha, and is particularly da/va in orientation. 
The ASV provides the largest number of identifiable places that Sankara visited, including many 
pilgrimage places, thirteen places being identified as venues for debates with sectarian foes. However, 
the §DV provides the largest number of places visited, being complied from several sources, Sankara 
visits a total of twenty-eight places, scattered throughout India.
31 In all seven sources: Badaff, Prayaga, KaficT, RameSvaram; In six, Maghada, Gokarna, Kalatt; in five, 
Ka£mTra, KasT, Cidambara, Sffvali/Sivavihara; in four, SrTSaila, SrhgerT, Tirupati, Anantasayana (Bader 
2000:143).
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end of the debates, and the final event of significance before he dies,32 signals Sankara’s 

ascension to the Throne of Omniscience.33

The dfgvtjaya-s depict Sankara as a universal conquerer, frequently referring to 

him as “the king of ascetics’’.34 His quasi-miiitary conquest of the four quarters, and 

subsequent ascent to the Throne of Omniscience, are evidently modelled on the royal 

d/gv/jaya (‘conquest of the quarters') undertaken by kings of the early mediaeval period,35 

the philosophical and sometimes dangerous battles with sectarian opponents mirroring 

the earlier royal submission of feudatory regents. This is a theme also to be found in 

epic/historic (ftfftasapurar?^), literature.36 it has been suggested (Sax 2000) that the 

demise of the royal dfgv/faya—due in large part to the dominance of northern Islamic 

regimes— led to the production of religious d/gw/aya-s, modelled on the royal 

performance. It is also possible that the early d/gv/jaya-s of Sankara were modelled on 

the already extant d/giayaya-s of the va/snava dualist, Madhva (1238-1317)37 from Udupi,
32 The place of Sankara’s final disappearance, as recorded in the idaya-s, has been examined by 
Antarkar (1997), who inspected seventeen works. Amongst the hagiographies that state the place of 
Sankara's demise (not all do so), the locations are: 1) Vrsacala (Trichur) in Kerala (two works, GSC, and 
Kusmanda Sankara-vijaya of Purusottama BharatT); 2) KaficT (four works: ASV, BfSV, RSA, (and 
presumably) Acafya-d/gv/jaya-campu of Vallf-Sahaya) [Also Susam£\\ 3) Himalayas, in either 
Kedaranatha or Kailasa, and in two accounts, via a cave/hermitage of Dattatreya [this cave could be at 
MahQrl in Maharashtra (Bader 2000:158)] (seven works: SDV, CSV, GVK, Sarikara-d/gvi/aya-sara of 
Sadananda, Bbagavat-padabhyudaya of Kavi Laksmana Surin, and dankara-mandara-saurabha and 
Sankara-daya, both by ISITIakantha). Kedarnath has become the most widely accepted of the places 
mentioned, owing to the popularity of the SDV. However, Antarkar favours KancT, though this is rejected 
by those who deny the authenticity of the KaficT prtba. The iconographic evidence from KaficT (statues 
of samnyasFs) is relatively modern, and really provides no substantive evidence at all on this issue. 
Local traditions locate the place of Sankara's death at KaficT, Kedarnath, Sffnagar (Kashmir), Vrsacala 
and Nirmala (near Bassein, close to Bombay), all of which contain either shrines or samadhte for Adi- 
Sarikara. Gadgil (1895:295) visited the samadhfo\ Sankara at Nirmala but concludes that the festival 
there, celebrated around the 13th of the bright half of Kartika, is for a ‘second’ Sankara. In our current 
state of knowledge, the question of where Sankara may have died is still open.
“ Six of the hagiographies describe Sankara's final ascension to the seat of omniscience (sa/va//fa~ 
p/7bd}> while in four of the hagiographies, his enthronent is the climax of the narrative: see Bader 
(2000:96,177-179). There are various challenges before he ascends, the final from SarasvatT 
(Mandanamtera’s wife), who (in some versions) questions on him as to whether he can be pure, having 
enjoyed women. In all the hagiographies Sankara takes the body of king Amaruka to make love, to gain 
knowledge of all dastras-s, including kama-dastra : see Bader (2000:169-182). Sankara passes the 
test, and disappears to his abode on mount Kailasa.
34 The role of the ‘big-man’ {per/yar, per/yavatar) in south Indian culture has been examined by Mines 
and Gourishankar (1990), who illustrate the several parallels between kings, sect-leading renunciates 
(notably the Sarikaracarya of KaficT), and other community leaders who act as sponsors for worship (as 
yajamana-s) and exhibit altruistic behaviour in the giving of charity.
“ See Inden (1990:240-260) for a study of the Rastrakutas’ performance of the d/gwjaya.
30 In this category of literature, Bader (2000:170) notes Ratnakara’s (9th cent.) Haravijaya, the story of 
Siva's defeat of the demon Andhaka; Vasudeva’s (9th cent.) Yudhisth/ravf/aya, a retelling of the main 
events of the Mahabharata; and the (12th. cent.) Prtfwfraja-vfjaya; dealing with the war and triumph of 
PrthvTraja III (which may have directly influenced the VSV, GSC, GVK and SDV). A d/gv/Jaya also 
features prominently in Kalidasa’s Ragbuvamda.
37 Manfman/arfand Sumadhvavt/aya, both by Narayanapandita, the son of Trivikramapandita, who was a 
direct disciple of Madhva.
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as it is probable that one of the earliest hagiographies of Sankara, Anantagiri’s 

£arikaravfjaya, post-dates Madhva.30 In Madhva’s hagiographies, during his d/gv/jaya 

(similarly to Sankara), Madhva goes first to SnigerT, and also goes to BadarTkarasrama, 

establishing hoiy places and fending off threats from Muslims (Sax 2000:48).

Sankara's final ascent of the Throne of Omniscience has a direct parallel in the 

ancient rajasuya rite, the royal consecration ceremony for a ksatr/ya king, which is one of 

the three large-scale srauta rites, the others being the advamedka and the vafapeya, 

Heesterman’s (1957:222-224) study of the rajasuya illustrated that it was not a 

ceremony performed once and for all, but is of the character of a yearly festival (utsavd), 

whereby the powers active in the universe are regenerated. The king’s unction is 

preceded by a year long dfksa, and dksa-Wke observances. Technically, the 

consecration rite is reserved for ksatr/ya-$\ and Sankara is a Brahman, who, having 

renounced, is beyond ritual action. Yet four specific elements of the rajasuya are 

reflected in the narrative: the preparatory initiation (cffksa, received from Govinda); the 

establishment/conquest of the four quarters (d/gvyastkapar/d \f the chariot drive40 (also 

performed by the Sankaracaryas); and the enthronement.41

In the rajasuya the king has a particular association with the tiger, upon whose 

skin he receives the unction,42 prior to the dfksa, Similarly, the gaddr-s of the 

Sahkaracarya-s are also coverered with a tiger skin. It is during the chariot drive that the

38 Besides the hagiographies of Sankara and Madhva, Sax (2000) also discusses the d/gv/Jaya-s of 
Valiabha (1479-1531) and Caitanya (1486-1533). Madhva took samnyasafrom Acyutapreksa, either at 
the age of nine or eleven/twelve (see Glasenapp 1992:4), and wrote a treatise on renunciation (see 
Olivelle 1982). Sff Caitanya Krsna was given his name by Ke6va BharatT, a Da§anamT, from whom he 
took samnyasa in 1510. The initiation seems to have been largely of a formality (he did not add BharatT 
to his name); Caitanya was far more inflenoed by I6vara Puff of the Madhva sect, who he had met 
previously in Gaya in 1508, and who initiated him into the Dadaksara Krsna mantra, after which he 
became an ecstatic devotee of Krsna (Kapoor 1994:20-25), Valiabha, besides his other works, wrote a 
treatise on renunciation, the Samnyasan/tdya; which, according to tradition, was written in BadarTnath. 
He took samnyasa one month before his death, aged fifty-one. However, his doctrine of renunciation "is 
tinged by a palpable disinclination for the subject" (Smith 1993:136-137), his view being that the /r/d-s 
of the world can be known without it; bhakti is contrasted with samnyasa (see Horstmann 
1997:229-231; Bhatt 1980). Sax states that "It is possible—perhaps even likely—that Sankara’s 
hagiographers, all of whom wrote after the time of Madhva, were in fact emulating historical accounts of 
actual journeys by the [other] Vaisnavas”. Madhva attacks Sankara’s reputation, portraying him as an 
incarnation of the demon Manimat, born to a widow (Bader 2000:37), and the d/gy/Jaya-s of Sankara 
may, in part, have been responding to those accounts. However, Valiabha and Caitanya both lived after 
the time the time of the production of the earlier hagiographies of Sankara. Rather, it seems more 
probable that later vafsnava hagiographies were based on the earlier hagiographies of Sankara and 
Madhva.
39 See Heesterman (1957:103-105) for how the royal sacrficer mounts the "quarters of space”, taking 
one step in each of the four directions, and a fifth towards the centre, which is above.
40 /b/d (pp. 127-139).
41 /b/d  (pp. 140-142).
42 /b/d. (p. 106).
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king engages in a ritual battle with another ksatr/ya, at whom he shoots his arrows, 

declaring, “the purpose has been fulfilled”.43 The parallel in the hagiographies is the 

verbal battle with the wealthy ritualist Mandanamisra,44 who is presented to Sankara by 

his uncle and teacher, Kumarila-Bhatta (the foremost authority of his time—seventh 

century—in the Vedic MTmamsa tradition), who self-immolated after meeting Sankara.43 

The fulfilment of the rajasuya is the enthronement of the king, which is accompanied by a 

game of dice. The king ascends the throne, which is considered to be his birthplace, and 

is proclaimed brahm an by each of the four priests who sit around him at the four 

quarters.46

In the SDV, the most widely known hagiography, those defeated in debates during 

the d/gv/jaya are described in the fifteenth chapter.47 A substantial part of the d/gv/jaya is 

devoted to the conquest of da/va-s of various types, the Kapalikas being the most 

horrendous, while the only va/snava opponents are described as wearing the emblems 

of Visnu, and as recognising five differences.48 The philosophical doctrine {parfc-bh&dd} 

appears to be that of Madhva.49 The va/snava-s are dealt with in but three verses, which 

is significant. Sankara’s lack of engagement with any va/snava opponents, of which there 

were many in Sankara’s time, and throughout the period of the composition of the

43 /b/d. (p. 129).
44 Identified in four of the hagiographies as ViSvarupa. See Ch. 4.4, fn. 73, of this thesis for the identity 
of ViSva rupa/S ure£va ra/M anda na m te ra.
45 Kumarila, the ritualist, is portrayed as the man responsible for the defeat of Buddhism and the 
restablishment of the Vedic path. To gain inside knowledge of Buddhism, and to defeat them in 
subsequent debate, he disguised himself as a Buddhist. Realising that he has committed a sin, 
Kumarila immolates himself on a fire; when Sankara arrives, the fire is already alight. (This incident is 
depicted on a plaque near the sangam at Prayag.) Sankara does not debate with Kumarila, who 
expresses admiration for Sankara's commentary on the Brabmasutra but declines to write a sub
commentary on it, assigning the task to a disciple. Both Sankara and Kumarila are projected as saviours 
of orthodoxy in popular tradition; to wit the customary definition of smarta: vyavabare bbattab 
paramartbe dankarab (Halbfass 1983:101 fn. 21).
46/b/d (pp. 140-160),
47 First, the liquor drinking Saktas, In RameSvaram (w. 1-3). He then worships Lord Rama (Ramanatha) 
and proceeds to KaficT where he builds a temple to Devf, inaugurating Vedic worship and eradicating 
every trace of Tantric worship (w, 4-5). He continues to Andhra, where he worships Venkatranatha 
(Visnu), followed by a battle with the da/va Kapalika, Krakaca, and his followers in Karnata (w. 8-12). 
He then defeats the da/va dualist, NTIakantha, and his disciple, Haradatta, in Gokarna (w. 29-72); 
va/snavas in Dvaraka (w. 73-75); the bbadabb&da vedant/p Bhatta Bhaskara, in Ujjain (w. 76-140); 
some Jainas among the Bahlikas or Bactrians (w. 141-155); a Sakta named Abhinava Gupta, in 
Kamarupa (most probably confused with the famous Kashmiri Tantric); and finally some unidentifiable 
philosophers in Bengal (w. 161-162).
48 Between God and jTva, between Jfva and jTva, between j/vaand insentient objects, between God and 
sentient objects, and between insentient objects themselves
49 Lorenzen (1983:163) identifies these opponents as Paficaratrins. However, this is not stated in the 
SDV. Moreover, while the Paficaratrins maintain a five-fold manifestation of Narayana—in his para, 
vyuba, v/bbava, antaryam/n and area forms—(see Bhatt 1968:3), they do not adhere to the doctrine 
described in the SDV.
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hagiographies, is curious indeed. A possible explanation is that Sankara’s 

hagiographers wished to project him as a da/va (for reasons that will become apparent in 

the following chapter) who defeated only radical da/va-s and tantr/ka-s, yet did not want 

to offend va/snava-s, who underpinned the early Vedanta tradition.

5.3 Sankara’s religious orientation

Having considered Sankara’s life in the hagiographies as an incarnation of §iva, in this 

section Sankara’s religious orientation will be analysed, particularly considering the 

evidence from Sankara’s own works. The indications are that he was a va/snava with a 

religious background that was most probably Paflcaratra,50 a ritual and philosophical 

system that also significantly informed the religious background of both Ramanuja and 

Madhva, two other important early Vedantins.

It is known that the Paficaratrins produced a vast number of texts, their Tantra-s (or 

Agam as) dating from the fifth century.61 Their influence on some aspects of the 

Brahmanical tradition has perhaps been heretofore somewhat underestimated.52 The 

attitude of both Sankara and the SrTvaisnavas to the Paficaratrins is ambivalent. On the 

one hand, a long array of SrTvaisnavas and later Paficaratrins have attempted to 

disprove the charge of heterodoxy made against the Paficaratrins. On the other hand, 

while most of the Pancaratrin authors regard Paflcaratra as being in conformity with the 

Veda, they also regard the Veda as either the shoots or the roots of Paflcaratra (Bhatt 

1968:12).

Sankara’s opposition to the va/snava Bhagavatas (Parlcaratras) is known from his 

remarks in the Brahm a-sutra-bbasya (2.2.42). As Paflcaratra claims to be based on an 

independent, extra-Vedic revelation, it would have been illegitimate and unacceptable 

from Sankara’s perspective. However, Paflcaratra gets off lightly. His principal objection 

to Paflcaratra does not concern their shared common Ultimate, Narayana, but concerns 

an aspect of Pancaratra metaphysical doctrine;53 the contention being that an individual

50 While several scholars have concluded that the origin of the term paficaratra (lit. ‘night of the five’) is 
obscure, Neevel (1977:10) believes that the term probably refers to the dissolution of the five elements 
in moksa. For Paflcaratra doctrine, see Schrader (1916).
&1 Schrader (1916:14) estimates that the sarpb/ta literature of the Paficaratras amounted to at least 1.5 
miilion d/aka-s.
52 See Inden (2000:29-98) for a penetrating analysis of the influence of Paflcaratra on ritual and royal 
polity in Kashmir in the 7th and 8th centuries.
53 Sankara appears to have lived between the times of the composition of the earlier northern 
Paflcaratra satpb/ta-s and the later southern samb/ta-$\ see Schrader (1916:16-17).
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soul (called Samkarsana) said to be created from the supreme Self (called Vasudeva) 

will be impermanent, as it is created. Sankara does not accept this, a component of the 

Paflcaratra doctrine of vyuba-s (emanations). However, he agrees with the Paficaratrins 

that Narayana is superior to Nature, and is well known to be the supreme Self and the 

Self of all, dividing Himself into many forms. Sankara also endorses the Bhagavatas’ 

‘single-pointed’ (ekant/b) devotion and temple visiting. Sankara (BSB 2.2.42) gives five 

methods of worshipping the supreme lord, Bhagavat Vasudeva: (i) abb/gamana, ritually 

going to the temple of the deity, with speech, body and mind centred on him; (ii) 

upadana, collecting materials needed for worship; (iii) /jya, worship; (iv) svadhyaya, the 

muttering of m antra ; (v) yoga, meaning meditation. By worshipping the lord in these 

ways for a hundred years, the devotee reached Bhagavat.

Alston (1980a, Vol. 1:10-14) comments on Sankara’s connection to the early 

Paficaratrins, pointing out Sankara’s reference in the introduction to his G/ta 

commentary to two separate groups of mind-born “sons of Brahma”,54 who were 

projected at the beginning of the world-period (ka/pd). To them, the Lord, called 

Narayana, communicated a practical knowledge of the two-fold Vedic wisdom. Sankara 

also quotes frequently from the NarayanTya section of the S ant/ Pa/van of the 

M ababbarata, which contains (12.321.27-12.326.97) the earliest known account of the 

doctrines of the Paficaratrins (Neevel 1977:10); it is of a secret dialogue between 

Narayana and Narada. In the next section (12.327ff.), Dvaipayana praises Paflcaratra as 

the greatest Upan/sad,

Sankara could have objected to the Pahcaratras on severai grounds: the 

secondary status of the Veda in respect of their own texts; the predominance of Tantric 

elements and associated anti-Brahmanical rites and practices; image worship and the 

paramouncy of bhakt/oN w  moksa, and the admission of women, dudra-s and foreigners 

within the Bhagavata fold (see Batt 1963). However, Sankara equates the Supreme of 

the Upan/sads with Narayana (BSB 2.2.42), which is the Supreme for the Pancaratras. 

Sankara only rejects one aspect of the vyuba doctrine of the Pahcaratras, and expressly 

approves a considerable part of their system, which is said to agree with his Vedanta. 

According to Neevel’s analysis (1977:20), Sankara’s rejection of Paflcaratra doctrine is 

only partial. Sankara admits, in a general sense, that param atm a exists in a manifold 

way as vyuba-s (‘extensions’ of Himself), and that this concept has a Vedic basis

54 Also described in the Narayaniya section of the MBh (12.327). Simon Brodbeck kindly supplied this 
reference.
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(quoting Cbandogya Upan/sad 7.26.2). Sankara also says (BSB 2.2.42-44) that the 

entire universe is a vyuba of the Lord, twice referring to a specific aspect of the 

Pancaratra vyuba theory, the sad-guna-s,55 In his introduction to the Bbagavad Grta, 

Sankara refers to the sad-guna-s—in the same sequence used by Paflcaratra—in 

explaining how Narayana has become the avatara Krsna (Neevel 1977:20-23). These 

qualities are said to co-exist in equal fullness in Vasudeva (or Narayana), the highest 

Godhead and vyuba {paravyubd). Sankara does not object to the vyuba theory as such, 

but only the way that the theory is developed by the Paficaratrins.

Sankara is far more critical of the sa/va Mahesvaras, Kapalikas and 

Pasupatas—and also of Buddhists, Jainas, Vateesika, Samkhya and Yoga56—all of which 

he explicitly describes as heretical (veda-babyd). Neevel argues that Sankara placed 

Paflcaratra on a higher level than other systems, closest to Vedanta. Objections to 

Pancaratra did come from Purva-MTmamsakas, who maintained that Pancaratra was in 

conflict with the Veda-s, but not from the commentatorial tradition of Vedanta, of which all 

known sources reveal a more or less positive attitude to Paflcaratra. An important 

exception is Badarayana, who, in the V&dantasutra-s (2.2.42-45, the so-called 

pancaratra  section of the tarka-padd), raises objections to what the commentatorial 

tradition assumes to be Pancaratra doctrines, even though Paflcaratra is not named. 

However, Neevel (1977:18-22) notes that Sankara and Bhaskara (the earliest two 

commentators on the VedantasutratBrabm asutrd) treat this sutra in only a cursory way; 

they could have levelled many objections to Paflcaratra, but refrain. Both Vedanta and 

Paflcaratra emphasised knowledge over action, and laid stress on a continuity with the 

U pan/sads, but Paflcaratra had developed an alternative and increasingly popular ritual 

tradition, which Neevel suggests may have threatened the livelihood and authority of 

sm artaBrahmans, hence their opposition.

If Sankara really was a sa/va, as depicted in the hagiographies, then his attitude 

towards the va/snava Bhagavatas and his recognition of Narayana as the highest Self in 

his main work, the Brabm a-sutra-bbasya, is indeed remarkable.57 Alston (1980a,

“ The ‘six-qualities’ of Pancaratra are: Jr/ana, a/dvarya, dak// ba/a, vr/yaox\d tejas. 
m“Smrtisw& the scriptural texts called Tanka, written by the great seer (Kapila)’’. It is not possible for
Kapila and others to have attained perfection in their practice: “It is a false claim that liberation can be 
obtained through Samkhya knowledge or the path of Yoga independently of the Vedas”...Yoga "leads 
to the acquisition of extraordinary powers’’, but not liberation (BSB 11.1.1—3).
b'See also Hirst (1993:131—139), who presents a broad clutch of references from Sankara's own works, 
indicating both his va/snava orientation and his conception of the Lord and ‘Inner Controller1 as 
Narayana. In the Gaudapakar/ka-bbasya (1.6-7), Sankara seems to imply that that the founder of the 
adva/tatradition is Narayana, who is his non-dual self (see Hirst 1993:138).
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Vol. 1:10-14) observes that there is very little in Sankara’s commentaries to connect him 

with Siva worship. He invokes Narayana at the beginning of his Grta commentary, who is 

said by Anandagiri—his sub-commentator—to be his chosen deity (/sta-devatd), and in 

the commentary he refers several times to Krsna as Narayana, even though the name 

Narayana does not appear in the text of the G/ta

Hacker (1995:33-39) has also considered the issue of Sankara’s religious 

orientation. Lorenzen (1983:160) believes Hacker’s arguments that Sankara was most 

probably a va/snava to be not altogether convincing, but Hacker’s conclusions have yet 

to be refuted. Hacker observes that in the Brahm a-sutra-bhasya (BSB), Sankara’s 

definitive work, Siva is not mentioned. There is one passing mention (3.3.32), in a 

mythological reference, to Rudra, who generated Skanda. But this is no evidence for 

^ /^p re d ile c tion ;68 on the contrary, as sa/va-s prefer to refer to their /sta-devataas Siva, 

and not Rudra, a name usually used by opponents. Earlier in the BSB (2.2.36-41), 

Sankara refutes the doctrines of Vc\&da/va-s (Mahesvara-s), whose God is PaSupati.

‘Sankara’ is a well-known name of Siva since ancient tmes, but concerning the 

notion that Sankaracarya was a sa/va, or indeed an incarnation of Siva, as projected in 

the hagiographies, in the Paficapad/ka (v. 3) Padmapada69 bows to his teacher who had 

merely the nam edt Sankara, whom he contrasts with the real Siva (whom he does not 

bow to). He states that Sankara (his teacher) did not wear ashes smeared over his body 

like Siva and his ascetic devotees, nor does the “new Sankara’’ have any of the marks or 

emblems of Siva. Sankara’s use of imagery is also va/snava in style, and not sa/va. 

Three times in the BSB (1.2.7; 1.2.14; 1.3.14) the sa/agram a is referred to in the context 

of a metaphysical analogy. Four times (3.3.9; 4.1,3 twice; 4.1.5) an image is used of the 

superimposition of the spiritual vision of Visnu on idols [pra t/m a ), as an instance of the 

superimposition of religious ideas on things. Hacker maintains that if Sankara really was 

a sa/va, then the imagery would have more naturally employed the //nga instead. Similar 

va/snava imagery occurs throughout the commentaries on the U pan/sads.60 Imaginary 

persons used by Sankara in explanations are also frequently va/snava characters, with 

names such as Devadatta, Yajftadatta, Visnumitra and Kfsnagupta. In his commentary 

on Gaudapada’s M andukya-kar/ka (4.1), Sankara equates Gaudapada’s Sambuddha

(Sakyamuni, the Buddha) with Narayana (the Purusottamd), once again indicating
“ The Daksinamurti-stotra (attributed to Sankara), on which Suresvara wrote a Vartt/ka, the Manasof/asa, 
is da/vain orientation, but both are of doubtful authenticity (see Potter 1981, Vol.3:550-551).
“ See Padmapada (1989:6).
60 Ta/tt/rfya (1,6.1; 1.8.1); Munc/aka (2.1,4); Pradna (5.2); Brbadaranyaka (1.1.1; 5.1.1); Cbandogya 
(6.16.3; 7.1.4; 8.1.1).
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Sankara’s va/snava orientation.

Hacker (1995:36) observes that Sankara deviates from custom, in that he does 

not—with the exception of the GTta commentary—include the invocation to a deity 

{m anga/acarana or namaskard) at the beginning and/or end of his works. Where he does 

include a manga/a, as for the Mandukya-bbasya and Ta/tt/nya-Upan/sad-bbasya, he 

invokes the neutral Brabm anor Atman. This Sankara explains in his commentary on the 

Kena Upan/sad, where he says that “for he who, having been led to Brabman, is 

consecrated to sovereignty, does not wish to bow to anyone”. The evidence discussed 

does not necessarily indicate that Sankara was specifically va/snava, as his realisation 

took him beyond religious identification. It merely points to Sankara’s probable religious 

background, which was evidently not da/va.

A further clue as to Sankara’s religious orientation is provided by his attitude to 

Vinayaka (Ganapati/Ganesa). Commenting on a passage in the Grta (9.25), Sankara 

remarks there are four kinds of worshippers (each attaining their own respective goal): 

Devavrata-s (who attain the deva-s), P /t/vrata-s (who reach the realm of ancestors), 

Bbutavrata-s (who attain the bbuta-s, ‘malevolent spirits’), and V/snuvrata-s (the 

va/snava-s who worship Me, and reach me).61 Sankara mentions three sects of 

Bbutavrata-s by name: the Vinayaka, the Matrgana and the Caturbhaginls (Nagaswamy 

1996:237-238).

Ganesa makes his first appearance in the Hindu pantheon around the fifth century 

(Courtright 2001:7), and by the sixth century Vinayaka is well established as a classical 

deity within the Hindu pantheon in both north and south Indian temple worship 

(Nagaswamy 1996:239). He is also established mythologically, certainly by the seventh 

century, as the Tevaram hymns of Appar and Sambandar refer to Ganapati as the son of 

the God Siva (Peterson 1991:101), and a number of hymns were composed to him. Yet it 

is apparent that Sankara regarded the worship of GaneSa as the lowest form of worship, 

that of malevolent spirits {bbutd). The horrifying nature of GaneSa, leader of the 

attendants (bbuta-s) of Siva, is described in a chapter of the Yajnava/kya S m /t/entitled  

M abaganapat/ka/pa. Siva is said to have created him for the specific purpose of 

impeding those performing ritual sacrifices (Nagaswamy 1996:239). Within the 

development of da/va worship, Ganesa had became integrated within the orthodox da/va 

tradition by the time of Sankara, so his attitude to those who worship Ganesa as 

bbutavrata-s seems to be yet another clear indication of his non -da/va religious

61 See Bbagavadg/ta\y. van Buitenen 1981:107).
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inheritance.

The second group of bbuta worshippers that Sankara mentions is of those who 

worship the Matrgana (which represents the Saptamatrs),62 while the third group of bbuta 

worshippers mentioned by Sankara are those who worship the ‘four sisters’ 

(caturbbag/nFs).63 It is evident from Sankara’s commentaries that the worship of Durga, 

BhadrakalT, Vinayaka, the Saptamatfs, raksasa-s, p/daca-s and the sixty-four ycg/nFs is 

considered the lowest grade of worship. Sankara’s classification of the catubsast/ycg/bF 

worship with the lowest form of worship of bbuta-s, p re /as  and p/daca-s, would provide 

further evidence against Sankara’s authorship of the Tantric stotra-s and commentaries 

attributed to him.

Sankara’s two most important meetings, in the context of the hagiographies, are 

with Mandanami£ra, and Kumarila, the great debate (lasting between six and a hundred 

days) being between Sankara and Mandanamisra,64 The winner must convert to the life

style of the other. The arbiter is Mandanamisra’s wife (SarasavanT/ BharatT/Ubhaya- 

BharatT/SarasvatT), who decides that Sankara has won. Mandanamisra is then initiated 

as a samnyasF and becomes a disciple of Sankara. Hacker (1995:38-39) suggests that 

the reason behind the traditional emphasis on the rivalry between Sankara and 

Mandanamisra—two great orthodox Brahman monists, between whom there were only 

minor philosophical differences—was that Sankara was most probably a va/snava, while 

Mandanamisra seems to have been a da/va, as at the end of his Brabm as/c/cfb/he calls 

the state of liberation param ad/vabbava:65 Hacker surmises that a few centuries later, 

when concrete differences between the two schools had been forgotten, VacaspatimiSra 

successfully meged the two systems into one. From then on, Mandana’s doctrines 

survived as the so-called Vacaspati {bbam at/) sub-school of Adva/ta-Vedanta. However, 

it is apparent that Kumarila was also a da/va, as the m anga/acarana the beginning of his

62 These are usually BrahmT, MaheSvarT, Kaumaff, VarahT, IndranT and Camunda. This gana also 
includes Ganesa at the beginning and VTrabhadra (or Vmadhara Siva) at the end. The worship of the 
seven women is ancient, possibly being represented on Mohenjo-daro seals (Ramachandra Rao 1992, 
Prat/ma-Kosba, Vol. 6:246), and certainly found from the first century CE onwards. It is known that from 
the seventh century their worship in Tamil Nadu involved the sacrifice of goats or fowl, and was 
performed by non-Brahman priests.
63 In an intriguing analysis of the term catu/bbag/nF used in the GFta, Nagaswami (1996:242-244) 
argues, from the evidence of commentators on the passage containing the term, that the original term 
used was catubsast/yog/bF, referring to sixty-four ycg/bFs (associated primarily with Tantric worship), and 
not caturbbag/bF. There was a close relationship between the sixty-four ycg/bFs, Tantric Kauias, and the 
PaSupatas.
64 Portrayed as cordial and respectful in one set of texts, while in the other set there is an antagonism 
with the shaven-headed $amnyasF{Bader 2000:88-89,185),
“ See Kuppuswami Sastri (1937:300, section P. 159.9).
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S/okavartt/ka is an explicit eulogy to Siva.66 The evidence fits a hypothesis being 

presented that the hagiographers could not have sucessfully presented Sankara as an 

orthodox Brahman da/va monist, engaged in an intense rivalry with other orthodox 

Brahman da/va-s. Mandanamisra’s and Kumarila’s da/va orientation had to be omitted, 

as in the hagiographies Sankara is also a da/va.

Although Sankara’s religious background is not entirely certain, his adva/ta 

philosophical position, entailing a doctrine of n?aya, would not be inconsistent with a 

va/snava heritage. The Param artba-sara (ascribed to Adisesa) and the V/snu Parana are 

both va/snava devotional works that espouse both a form of adva/ta and a doctrine of 

illusion, rnaya (Alston 1980a, Vol. 1:36-37). Both texts slighly predate67 Sankara, and 

although he does not comment on these texts directly, there is no reason to suppose, as 

some of his critics have, that because Sankara on occasion employed Buddhist 

concepts, his philosophical doctrines were necessarily or substantially inherited from a 

Buddhist milieu, such as that of Gaudapada. If there is any conclusion to be drawn 

concerning Sankara’s religious background, it may be that he is best described as a 

refomed Paficaratrin or Bhagavata, Sankara-Bhagavat or Sankara-Bhagavatpada 

indeed being one of the names he uses to describe himself. This is but a surmise. 

However, a Paflcaratra (and orthodox Vedic) background is also evident in the two other 

important Brahmanical renunciate orders that developed in south India around the 

beginning of the second millennium: the Sff-Vaisnava order of Ramanuja, and the order 

of Madhva. Nevertheless, these Vedantins’ specific relationship to Paflcaratra remains 

uncertain, as a fundamental principle of Pancaratra is that, for participation in the cult, an 

initiation ceremony is required, to be performed by an aca/ya, m atbadbpat/or a guru 

(Gnanambal 1977:108).68

We will first address Ramanuja’s connection to Paflcaratra. According to the Po/7 

Q /ugu{the somewhat historically unreliable SrTrangam temple chronicle), it is said that 

Nathamuni, Yamunamuni and Ramanuja (the three most important aca/ya-s in the early

66 See Kumarila (1993:3, I. 1), who bows to "he whose body is pure consciousness, whose divine eyes 
are the three Vedas, who causes attainment of the highest, and who wears the cresent moon"; 
v/duddbajbanadebaya tr/vedTdivyacaksuse dreyabpraptinimfttaya namab somardbadbar/ne.
67 Hacker (1995:39) dates the Paramartba-sara to before the sixth century, while Hazra (1940:22) dates 
the VisnuParana \o  not later than the seventh century.
60 This initiation is based on five sacraments, known as pabc-samskar (or cakrankand>, the pabc- 
samskarWXteKon also being fundamental to the first stage of initiation into the DaSanamTs. For details of 
the pabc-samskar initiation into Sff-Vaisnavism, see Gnanambal (1977:183-186). A yellow string is tied 
around the wrist, the body is branded with symbols, and the candidate receives a new name and 
mantra.
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development of Sff Vaisnavism)69 took sam nyasa\\oxn the householder state, but by the 

consent of Lord Varadaraja of KaficTpuram, rather than at the feet of another samnyas/  

as was traditional (Lester 1992:91-92). Neevel (1977:37) believes that Yamuna’s family, 

and that of his grandfather Nathamuni, were of a class of Bhagavatas, known as d/sta 

Bhagavatas, who performed both Vedic and Paflcaratra practices, installing images, 

prostrating and circumambulating temples.70 Yamuna makes every effort to distinguish 

Paficaratra from other non-Vedic traditions, defending it from attacks from the two major 

schools of Purva MImamsa, the Bhatta (Kumarila), and Prabhakara. Halbfass (1983:92) 

comments that Yamuna’s Agam apramanya (c. 1000) is an exemplary statement 

concerning the authority of the so-called Paflcaratra. Yamuna also presents a long and 

elaborate refutation of the charge that Badarayana rejected Paficaratra. (It was 

previously mentioned that Sankara was also uncomfortable with Badarayana’s apparent 

rejection of Paficaratra.) One of Yamuna's distinctive contributions was to deny that there 

were any general conflicts between Veda (or dru tf) and Paficaratra (Neevel 1977:24). 

Yamuna’s works reveal many influences, including, directly, the bhakt/ of the Aj(yars, 

tangentially Islam, but more importantly, Paficaratra. Neevel (1977:193) contends that by 

the time of Ramanuja, a division of labour had taken place, in which Sff-Vaisnava 

v/d/stadva/ta philosophy had hived off the philosophical activity of the Paficaratras, 

leaving their ritual activity to take a separate course.71 However, according to tradition 

(the No/7 Ofi/gO) Ramanuja was also a Paficaratrin ritually, opening the temple to full 

participation by sudra-s, called sattada Vaisnavas (‘those with no thread’) (Stein

69 Nathamuni was born shortly after 907; Yamuna (his grandson, the fourth acaryd\ most probably 
flourished between 1022-1038; Ramanuja’s dates were probably moved back by several decades, to 
1017-1137, to enable Ramanuja (the sixth aca/yd) to receive Yamuna’s blessings (see Neevel 
1977:14—16). According to tradition, Yamuna is Ramanuja’s teacher’s teacher {paramacaryd).
70 For details of Paficaratra eight-fold daily observances, see Czerniak-Drozdzowicz (2002); for the 
worshipper’s visualisation and installation of the deity, see Rastelli (2002).
n Lipner (1986:5) refers to Neevel's study, but contends that Ramanuja, while recognising the authority 
of Paficaratra, does not explicitly identify his position with thier views. However, according to tradition, 
after fleeing from Sffrangam to avoid persecution, Ramanuja settled at Mejkote, directed the restoration 
of the Tirunarayana-svamT temple, and renewed his samnyasa on the stone marking the renunciation of 
the great sage Dattatreya (also the tutelary deity of the Juna akbadd) who is listed as the twenty-fifth 
pradurbbava (or v/bbavd) within a list of thirty-eight descents contained in the Sattvata Samb/ta 
(9.77-84)—copied almost verbatim in the Ab/rbudbnya Samb/ta (5.50ff.), an important Paficaratra 
text—one of the earliest sources within the Paficaratra tradition (Rigopoulos 1998:43). A continuity 
within the Sff Vaisnava tradition with respect to Dattatreya is still evident, On January 31st 1971, the 
dying pontiff of the Yadugiri Yatiraja Matha at Melkote officially bestowed the title to the gaddf of the 
matbaXo a successor, a ceremony was performed at the Dattatreya temple. On the initiation day for the 
successor, the tr/danda was handed over, and the kadaya (ochre-coloured) robe was placed at the feet 
of Dattatreya (Gnanambal 1977:140).
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1999:233; Hopkins 2002:34).72

Lester (1992:95) maintains that although guru-param para texts and temple 

chronicles place the SrT-Vaisnava practice of renunciation on a Vedic foundation, 

inscriptions and other evidence suggest otherwise, that sa/pnyasfs and Jlyar matba-s, at 

least to begin with, were mostly inspired by non-Vedic traditions of renunciation, those of 

the Sattada/Sattvata ekang/n/ekant/n Bhagavatas, in other words, Paficaratra.73 Madhva 

(1238-1317), a sm arta va/snava, was another important figure in the early development 

of Vedanta. He also fully accepted the Paficaratra (Zydenbos 2001:113,116), and wrote 

a short text, Sam nyasapaddbatt] on rules for renunciates.74

It is apparent that Sankara was a va/snava who seems to have been significantly 

informed by Paficaratra—as were Ramanuja and Madhva—yet Sankara’s 

hagiographers project him as an 'orthodox1 (Vedic) da/va. In the following chapter, it is 

proposed that Sankara’s early hagiographies projected him as a da/va in the image of 

their Vijayanagara patrons who, beginning in the mid-fourteenth century, patronised 

what was essentially a ’reformed’, ‘orthodox’ da/va tradition that included adva/ta da/va 

matba-s and Vedic scholarship. In the following section we will see that the writers of the 

earlier hagiographies do not clearly mention either Sankara’s founding of a renunciate 

order or the institution of m atba-s, traditions which seem to have arisen well after the 

founding of the first adva/ta matba-s. Most of Sankara’s hagiographies include the

72 In two of his hagiographies, the RamanujaD/vya Car/tat and the Prapannamrtaof Anantacarya, it is 
said that Ramanuja visited Jagannatha at Puff and attempted, with the support of the king, to reform 
the worship in the temple and the lives of the priests, by introducing Paflcaratra rites. The incumbent 
(‘degraded’) priests resisted, and Ramanuja was magically removed by Lord Jagannatha to Sff KQrmam, 
a da/va temple in Andhra Pradesh. The incident is also briefly mentioned in the temple chronicle, 
Mada/a Panj/{Dash 1978:159-160). Lord Jagannatha and Balabhadra wear the SrT-Vaisnava ti/akon 
their foreheads.
73 By title, there are three types of renunciates in contemporary Sff-Vaisnavism: /Tyar, andavan and 
ekang/n. The jTyar-s and andavan-s are former Brahman householders who have become samnyasfs; 
ekang/n-s are important in the historical development of Srl-Vaisnavism, but are unrecognised these 
days in works on or of Sff-Vaisnavas. With the exception of the ekahg/n Brahmans at Tirupati, ekang/n-s 
came to be regarded generally as low-caste, even though they at one time enjoyed great power and 
prestige in va/snava temples. Ekang/n may be equated with the ekant/n Bhagavatas, and while 
Sffrangam Brahman authorities state that ekang/designates a non-twice-born renunciate, it is unclear 
from the Sffrangam chronicles whether the ekang/n is Brahman or non-Brahman. However, a mid
fifteenth century inscription in the Tirumalai-Tirupati temple contains the earliest reference to Sattada 
Sff-Vaisnavas, who are identified as persons living a life of renunciation (either as ekak/no\ ekang/b), 
and as disciples of Kandadai Ramanuja Ayyangar, who refers to himself as parama ekang/ a title 
suspiciously close to that used by the Paficaratra Vaisnavas. Kandadai Ramanuja Ayyangar’s teacher 
was Kandada Annan of Sffrangam, who was known as sattada parama ekabg/p sattada most probably 
being a corruption of sattvata, designating the Bhagavata/Paficaratra va/snava tradition, reflected in the 
title of its earliest text (Lester 1992:85-86).
74 See Olivelle (1982) for a translation and commentary.
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inauguration of a DevT shrine at Srngeff,75 and non-Tantric dev/worship at KaficT. DevT 

worship is apparent in the hagiographies of Sankara, but in a non-Tantric, Vedic (sm a/tdj 

form: radical opponents are defeated. The hagiographical tradition of DevT worship 

is embodied in the M atbam nayas, but we also find there deities such as BhadrakaiT 

(=Durga), the tutelary deity of the &arada p/Jba. However, we have seen that worship of 

deities such as BhadrakaiT seems to have been considered by Sankara as of the lowest 

order of worship. It is proposed that the M atbam nayas represent the final stage of a 

process whereby radical ‘Tantric’ naga sa/va ascetics were integrated with a monastic 

order of ‘reformed’ da/va-s, into the DasanamTs.

5.4 P/Tbas, M atbas and the installation of disciples in the hagiographies

The paucity of references in the hagiographies to the founding of m atbas and the 

establishing of an ascetic order is striking,76 the most obvious explanation being that, 

during the period that they were composed, the Sankara m atbas did not have the 

prominence they now enjoy. There also appears to be no inscriptional evidence 

connecting Sankara with any m atbas prior to 1652, indicating that the idea of his 

founding monastic centres was not widespread before that time.77 The hagiographies 

indicate that the notion that Sankara founded a sect may not have been prevalent for 

another century.

The earliest hagiography to mention the founding of a matba 'xs the Sabkara-v/jaya 

of Anantanandagiri (sec. 61-62).78 After installing the devf SarasvatT in Srngeff, Sankara 

is said to have founded a matba there and established the BharatT sampradaya. He

SarasvatT is installed at Smgeff in five of the hagiographies: ASV, C§V, T&A, SDV, GVK (Bader 
2000:75).
76 The SDV has already been discussed, while the VSV, GSC, RSA (Group B) and TSA make no 
mention of succession, nor to the founding of monastic centres.
"  The first inscription that specifically identifies Sankara as the founder of a matha appears to be one 
dated 1652. It records a grant to the Srngeff " c/frarma-pft/id' established by Saiikaracarya, for the 
worship of the gods Mallikarjuna, VidyaSahkarasvamT and Sarada-amma; Ep/grapha Carnat/ca, Vol. VI, 
Smgeff JagTr, no. 11 (see Kane HDS, Vol. 2. part 2: 907; Bader 2000: 241 fn. 28).
78 References are to the Madras edition of the ASV, edited by Veezhinathan (1972).
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placed Padmapada79 in charge. Sankara then proceeds to KaficTpuram (sec. 63), 

instigates the construction of two towns in the vicinity, consecrates a temple to the d&vr 

KamaksT, and installs a drpcakra. He establishes a lineage of disciples, which would last 

until the end of the eon, in various cities, the first of which was the seat of learning ( v/dya- 

p/thd) at KaficT (sec. 67). No other matha \s specifically mentioned in this text, which is the 

one recognised by the proponents of the KaficT m atha as the most authoritative 

biography of Sankara.

Besides the ASV, which only mentions m athas and worship at KaficT and Srngeff, 

only two hagiographers, Cidvilasa (CSV) and Laksmana-Sastff (GVK), mention the 

founding of four m athas.80 Jagannath and Dvaraka figure in the d/gv/jaya of Sankara in 

only three hagiographies, and the popular tradition of dispatching disciples to the four 

quarters appears also in only the C6v and GVK (Bader 2000:160-161). We have noted 

that Antarkar tentatively fixes the date of the CSV around the sixteenth century, though 

acknowledging that fixing a date for this text is difficult.01 The GVK is known to have been 

composed at the behest of an incumbent of the Sankara m atha at Srngeff, SvamT 

Saccidananda BharatT (on the gaddf from 1706-1741),82 and records the traditions of the 

time (<?. 1735-1740).133 The founding of the monastic centres follows the account of 

Cidvilasa (CSV), who appears to have been the first hagiographer to mention four

79Sure£vara, according to the Calcutta edition of this text, which also only mentions the establishing of a 
lineage of disciples in Srngeff, and does not mention any matha founded at any other place (Bader 
2000:235). This discrepancy between the two editions of the ASV has been one of the contentious 
points fuelling the ongoing controversy concerning the legitimacy of the KaficT p/tha, discussed 
previously. Another point of contention is that the Madras—but not the Calcutta—edition of the ASV 
also mentions Sankara’s receipt from Siva of five crystal //hga-s (ASV sec. 55, 66, 74), three of which 
were established by himself at Kedara {mukt/-f/rigd\> NTIakantha (near Kathmandu) ( vara-//hgbi), and 
Srngeff (Pbcga-t/hgd). The fourth {yoga-t/hgd) and fifth (moksa-t/hgdj were given to SureSvara, the 
former to be worshipped by him, and the latter to be sent to Cidambaram.
80 Despite the fact that there is no mention at all in the SDV of the founding of four matha-s (which is 
mentioned in only two hagiographies), the tradition of Sankara founding four matha-s (in the four 
quarters of India) is so prevalent that one may even find this myth perpetuated in recent scholarship. 
Malinar (2001:93) states that ‘The philosopher Sankara is claimed as the founder of the monastic 
institutions (mafhd) of the Da§anamT orders and of the Advaita sampradaya. This position is elaborated 
and continuously re-created in numerous hagiographies.” This assertion is apparently incorrect. Further, 
Malinar focusses almost solely on the SDV, which contains no mention of the founding of either 
DaSanamT orders or four (or any) mathas.
81 Antarkar (1973:2) supplies several references—five to kings—from the CSV that may at some time 
help to establish more precisely its date. Antarkar has not been able to deduce any dates from these 
references: 1. Bhadrasena of Rudrakhya-nagar, near Prayag (ch. 16); 2. VTrasena, near the bank of the 
Tungabhadra river, Srngeff matha {ch. 24); 3. Rajasena, king of of KaficT (ch. 25); 4. Bhojasingh, king of 
Cidambar (chs. 26 and 27); 5. Ratnasingh, king of Badaff (ch. 31); 6. Ramaraja of Ananta^ayana (ch. 
28). Bader (2000:38-40) largely corroborates Antarkar’s findings, but concerning an earliest date for the 
Cf§V, he notes (p. 197) that some sections of the CSV featuring debates between Mandanamisra and 
Sankara appear to have been lifted from the Paradara-madhavfya (1340-1360).
82 MiSra {Amtt Ka/rekha 2001:25).
“ This is the first text giving a guru-paramparafor the Smgeff matha.
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matha-s.

Cidvilasa extols Srngeff (CSV 24.31-433a),84 where the first m atha (called dn 

mathd) is established by Sankara, who installs SureSvara in that seat of learning. 

Sankara is then said to establish other m atha-s: near the Jagannatha temple in the east 

(presided over by Padmapada); in the “western quarter” (where he installed 

Hastamaiaka); and “in the northern quarter he had a heavenly m atha built” (where he 

installed Totaka) (CSV 30.10-31.29). While there are specific references in the text to 

Smgeff and Jagannath, and though the GomatT (river) is mentioned by name as a tTrtha 

(CSV 30.4) in connection with the western quarter, there is no mention in the text of either 

Dvaraka or Badaff(natha) as the place of the founding of a matha. In the GVK, besides 

the specific references to the Srngeff and Jagannatha matha-s—also found in 

CSV—there are specific references (3.59-62) to the m athas at Dvaraka and Badaff.85 

The appointment of disciples also follows the C§V.86 However, there is no unanimity in 

the hagiographies as a whole concerning the identity of Sankara’s leading disciples.87

The only hagiographies to mention the founding of m athas, the ASV, CSV and 

GVK, mention Srngeff as the place of the founding of the first m atha. However, according 

to all the M atham nayas, Dvaraka is the first of the four m athas to have been founded,88a 

tradition that is clearly different from that embodied in the hagiographies. Given that the 

GVK is relatively late (^ 1740), the only other source of the tradition of the founding of four 

m athas amongst any of the earlier hagiographies of Sankara is the C6v, which, as we 

have seen, is partially incomplete, in a text which may be assigned to the sixteenth 

century.

84 All references to the CSV are to the text edited by Antarkar (1973). See also Bader (2000:237-238).
85 Antarkar (2001:22) observes that another vijaya of Sankara, the Bhagavatpadabhyudaya, mentions, 
besides the four places in connection with the founding of mathas, also KaficT, but that this text post
dates the GVK.
86 Regarding our previous discussion of the Sumeru matha at Banaras: the GVK (3.23) also refers to 
Sankara contemplating five mathas when he was in Banaras, four for his disciples and one for himself. 
However, after this fleeting reference, no more is said of the fifth matha (Antarkar 2001:23).
87 See Bader (2000:98). The ASV does not mention Totaka, who is usually counted, along with 
SureSvara, Padmapada and Hastamaiaka, as one of the four chief disciples, In five of the 
hagiographies, Sankara’s first disciple is Sadananda, who gains another name, Padmapada, from 
walking across water, lotus blossoms appearing under his feet from his intense devotion. In the TSA, 
however, the two are treated as two separate individuals. In the ASV, Padmapada occupies a 
prominent place, but Sadananda walking on water is not mentioned, nor is there any other story about 
the disciples.
88 The Mathamnaya-setu states that the Sarada pttha (at Dvaraka is the "first amnaya mathd'\ 
prathamah padc/mamnayah daradamatha ucyate [Mathamnaya-setu line 1): Mi£ra (1996:33); Mishra 
(2001:1); Upadhyay (1967:601); Sarma (1963:648), The Mathamnaya-stotra (of Smgeff ) simply 
mentions Dvaraka first in the amnayas of the mafhas: “In the western quarter the ksetra is Dvaraka 
(and) the matha is Kalika" {d/gbhagepaddme ksetram dvaraka mathah).
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5.5 The first references to the len names’

Amongst the eight hagiographies of Sankara scrutinised by Bader, the only one to 

mention the establishing of ten lineages is the CSV (24.36-37a).09 This is said to occur 

while Sankara is residing at Smgeff, but no more information is supplied. The only other 

hagiography to refer to a lineage is the ASV, which (we have already noted) refers to the 

establishing of but one sampradaya, the BharatT (ASV sec. 62). Curiously, the GVK, 

which follows the CSV on the establishing of m atha-s, like all the other hagiographies 

makes no mention of the ten names. There is nothing in any of the hagiographies to 

connect m athas with the DasanamT lineages, such as we find in the Mathamr?aya-s, nor 

do the publiished guru-param para-s accord with what little information is supplied by the 

hagiographies. It is apparent that the traditions of the guru-param paras for the m athas 

were independent from both the sources for the traditions that are constituted in the 

M atham nayas, and from the sources that led to the hagiographies of Sankara.

I have so far found no reference in any text to the ten names before the sixteenth 

century, excluding the possibility that the CSV may possibly be earlier than that. The only 

early texts that I have been able to discover that refer to the ten names both utilise the 

same phrase utilised by Cidvilasa, and were written between the sixteenth and 

eighteenth centuries. A reference to the ten names may be found in the 

Yat/dharmaprakasa of Vasudevasrama (66.14—15),90 dated to between 1675 and 1800 

(Olivelle 1976:18). In this passage Vasudevasrama is citing an earlier work, the 

Yat/dharmasamgraha of ViSvesvarasarasvatT (pp. 102-103).91 VisvesvarasarasvatT was 

the teacher of the illustrious adva/ta philosopher, MadhusudanasarasvatT (1540-1647), 

who is the person believed by some to have authorised the acceptance of naga lineages 

within the DasanamT order.92 Given VisveSvara’s relationship to Madhusudana, we may 

assign the Yat/dharmasamgraha of ViSvesvara to around the middle of the sixteenth

59 sampradayan dada/va/tan d/syesvaracaya svatah /  tfrthadrama-vanaranya-gtr/-pa/vata-$agarah / /  
sarasvatf bharatf capuntyete dada/va /?/ /  (Antarkar edition, 1973:73).
90 Discussing the procedure of conferring the meditation shawl {ycgapattd}—which means initiation into 
samnyasa—Vasudevasrama explains (S6.3--4) that the the cloth is held over the pupil, who, with the 
guru, other pupils and relatives, recites the chapter of the Bhagavad Grta called V/dvarupa, up to the
words “...enjoy a prosperous kingdom". (Note that here also a va/snava text is recited.) “Then the guru 
should give him a name that is approved by all. TTrtha, ASrama, Vana, Aranya, Giri, Parvata, Sagara, 
SarasvatT and PurT are the ten names (given to) renouncers. His name should be uttered appropriately 
with the titles dnand pada. From today onward you should always perform the initiation, the explanation 
(of texts) and the like, and also confer the meditation shawl on one who has been examined well 
(66.13-18).’’ (Ed, andtrans. by Olivelle [Part 1, 1976:99; Part 2, 1977:187]).
01 = v/dvadvarapaddhat/, published by the Ananda£rama of Pune in 1909; see Olivelle (Part 2, 1977:25) 
"S ee Chapter 7.1.
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century.

Another early reference to the ten names occurs in the Varan of BhaT Gurdas 

(1551-1637), a disciple of the fourth Sikh guru, Guru Ram Das, and scribe of the Guru 

G ranth Sah/b\x\ the period of the fifth guru, Guru Arjun Dev. The Varan may be dated to 

the first quarter of the seventeenth century (Jodh Singh 1998, Vol. 1:1-5). It states ( Var 8, 

paudF 13 [var/?a\): “Many are yogedvans (great yogis) and many are sannyasis. 

Sannyasis are of ten names93 and yogis have been divided into twelve sects” .94

That the notion of samnyasFs with ten names was established by the seventeenth 

century95 may be gleaned from a report in the Da/b/stap composed in 1645, where it is 

reported (DaJb/stan, Vol 2. 1843:139) that the samnyasFs are of ten names.96 Our 

chronicler accurately describes, perhaps for the first time, the division of the samnyasFs 

into the two main branches of the DasanamT-SamnyasTs, the monastic and naga. It is 

suggested that perhaps a century or so before this report, the ten names—comprising 

two branches—became established: to my knowledge, there is no earlier reference, in 

the following chapter the establishing of orthodox da/va adva/ta m a/ha-s—the monastic 

tradition—will be discussed, and how Sankara may have been projected onto that 

project.

93 Sann/asr das nam dhari,
94TransJodh Singh (Vol. 1, 1998:214).
05 Kane (Vol. 1, part 2: 815) notes a reference to the ten names in the Smrt/muktapha/a of Vaidyanatha- 
DTksita, a text he dates to £1700.
06“...Ban, A’ran, TTrthah, A’shram, Kar (Giri?), Parbatah, Sakar, Bharthy, Perl and SarsatT. They are said 
to follow the dictates of Datateri [Dattatreya], and to be of two classes: "Dandaheri", who do not have 
long hair and are attached to the precepts and regulations of the smriti; and the “Avadhutas” who drink 
ashes, wear the “zunar” and “juta” [/a/a, ‘dreadlocks’]. Other sanyasis rubbing bhabut [ v/b/}ut/\ into the 
body remain twelve years standing up on one leg...Some of this class of men (are) of consideration and 
opulence and are escorted by files of elephants; they have carriages, fine apparel, courtiers, servants 
on foot and horseback,”
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In order to consider the relative importance and influence of adva/ta matba-s within the 

context of religious developments in India from the early to late mediaeval period, a brief 

survey of the development of early Saivism will first be presented. The processes will 

then be considered whereby several forms of Saivism gradually came to replace 

Buddhism and Jainism as the dominant forms of religion in the south. This was primarily 

due to state patronage. The religious orientation of various rulers and prominent 

Vedantins is discussed, and the initiation of kings by raja-gum §. A more detailed 

analysis of the institution and funding of da/va ma/ba-s up to the Vijayanagara period 

follows. The central thrust of this chapter is to illustrate how a new monastic tradition was 

founded by the early founders of the Vijayanagara empire, a tradition which also 

represented a ‘new’ orthodox sm a/ta form of adva/ta Saivism, primarily represented in 

Vedanta tradition and philosophy. It was only much later that Sankara— ideally situated 

as an orthodox advafta-vedant/n—was projected onto that new monastic project, which 

originally seems to have had nothing to do with the aca/ya. Although the work of many 

scholars of the period has been utilised in this chapter, the argument that a ‘new’ 

orthodox da/va tradition was established is essentially novel.

6.1 The Pasupatas

We will first consider the earliest known sect of da/va-s in India, the Pasupatas. In one of 

what many scholars believe to be one of the later additions to the M ababbarata {S ant/- 

pa/vat?, 349.64), there are references to different doctrines {Jfiand) and sects (matd) 

prevalent at the time (£300-500): the Pa&upata-s, Samkhya, Yoga, Paficaratra and 

Vaidika, In the Puranas, the va/snava Paficaratras are sometimes condemned, but it is 

the Pasupatas who are considered to be the most subversive. The Pasupatas can be 

regarded as the prototypes of Saivite ascetics, covering their body with ashes and 

sectarian markings, emphasising yqga} and often criticised for anti-social behaviour. 

Saivite sects, which seem to have developed in the early centuries BCE, all attribute their 

origin to the Pasupatas—the oldest recognisable Saivite sect—who worshipped 

Bhairava, the fierce form of Siva (Mahesvara). The first textual references to Saivism are 

found in Patafijali’s M ababbasya on Panini’s grammar, probably written in the second
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century BCE (Dyczkowski 1989:4). Patanjali (5.2.76)1 refers to S/vabhagaf-s, whom he 

describes as itinerant ascetics wearing animal skins and carrying an iron lance.

The PaSupata doctrine2 is attributed to LakulTSa (or NakulT£a), The Lord of the 

Stave’, who was considered to be an incarnation of Siva. His teachings, according to 

tradition, had been revealed by Sffkantha, the consort of Uma (Chakraborti 1970:8; 

Pathak 1960:4—8). He is believed to have come from Baroda (Gujarat) and to have lived 

in the early centuries. However, it is far from certain that PaSupata Saivism began with 

him, as there is a tradition which admits the existence of PaSupata teachers prior to 

Lakufisa (Dyczkowski 1989:20). There were other groups of ascetics also known as 

Pasupatas, and it is probable that PaSupata became a general name for a number of 

sects. The earliest surviving texts of the sect are the Padupatasutra, with the Paffcantha 

bhasya of Kaundinya, which may be dated to around the fourth to the sixth centuries 

(Dyczkowski 1989:21).3 PaSupata texts inform us that the Pasupata ascetic should be a 

Brahman, and it was prohibited for him to address women or ducfra-s except under 

special circumstances.4 However, no Brahmanical rite is recommended, and many of its 

rituals seem to have been entirely non-Vedic (Dasgupta 1975, Vol. 5:142).5 Pasupata 

philosophy appears to have been a relatively late accretion to a radically antinomian 

lifestyle, which included: wearing filthy garments; use of violent and indecent language; 

imitation of animals; feigning madness; spitting; defecation; and public sex acts. The 

Pasupatas specified five levels of attainment,6 the second level being distinctively 

Pasupata, whereby the initiate behaves in a manner (such as being mad, or like a dog) 

likely to cause censure and reprimand, courting disfavour, thereby relieving the initiate’s 

previously accumulated bad karma. The Pasupata goal was moksa, but also to be free to 

act at will.

The Pasupatas are thought to have survived in two major factions, the Kapalikas7

1 Ed, Kielhorn (1906, Vol.2;387).
2 Pasupata doctrine and the yoga doctrine of PatafijalT bear distinct affinities (see Hara 1999).
3 For the chronology of the Pagupatasutra and its commentaries, see Hara (1994).
4 Ingalls (1962:291-297) assumes that Pasupata actions were indeed far more lecherous than 
Kaundinya glosses, and believes that both Cynics and Pasupatas had shamanic roots.
3 Dasgupta (1975, Vol.5:130) remarks that the texts do not give us any philosophy of Saivism but rather 
deal almost wholly with rituals, or rather modes of life. It is quite possible that da/va philosophy was 
added to extant ascetic practices, as in the Sarva-c/ar£ana-$amgraha of Madhava the Pasupata system 
is not identified with any form of philosophy, but with different kinds of ascetic practices.
6See Ingalls (1962); Davidson (2002:183-184). There are distinct paraliells between the Pasupatas and 
the Greek Cynics. The Cynics first appeared in the fourth century BCE, and exerted considerable 
influence until the fifth century.
'In  Hala’s Prakrit poem, the Gathasapta^at/\third to fifth century) there is one of the earliest references 
to the Kapalikas (Dyczkowski 1989:26).
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and the Kalamukhas. The Kapalikas were a radical and itinerant Saivite sect famed for 

their carrying of a human skull, their immoral behaviour and their reputation for practising 

human sacrifice. They are believed to have been the instigators of Tantric ritual (White 

1998), and are referred to in early (fifth or sixth cent.) Tantric literature (Lorenzen 

1972:52). While the Kapalikas represented the most heterodox aspects of Saivism, the 

Kalamukhas represented the more orthodox aspects, inaugurating temples and colleges 

in south India. Despite differences in practice, the Kalamukhas maintained a doctrine 

very similar to that of the Pasupatas. We will be returning to these da/va sects, after first 

examining the causes of the rise of various forms of Saivism in the south.

6.2 M atha-s and competing religious traditions in south India, 600-1500 CE

After the seventh century, there was a general decline in the influence of both Jainism 

and Buddhism in south India, with relatively few references to Buddhism in literature and 

inscriptions, although, as previously noted, Buddhism survived in some centres up until 

the thirteenth century. Jainism nevertheless still maintained some influence in the south 

for several centuries, and between the eighth and tenth centuries several new monastic 

orders were established in the Bangalore and Mysore districts. Royal and private 

charters registering land grants, and control over local tolls, raised the position of the 

Jaina pontiff almost to the position of a landlord, giving the /^//^considerab le  status in 

the local area. The adoration of the preceptor of Jaina matha-s developed into a cult 

during this period, numerous burial stones being erected by lay and monastic disciples, 

to which ritual worship was offered (Nandi 1973:108-113,170; Champakalakshmi 

1996:345; Davidson 2002:90).

Buddhism and Jainism were being challenged by the growing popularity of 

va/snava bhak// (centred on the Alvars) and, more importantly, da/va bhak/P  (centred on

a One of the most important centres of the early south Indian bftakta saints was KaficTpuram, also with 
the early career of Ramanuja (13th century).
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the Nayanars).9 Both Jainism and Buddhism had previously been patronised by the non- 

Tamil Cajukyas, but the adoption of Saivism by the succeeding Tamil Pandya and 

Pallava dynasties entailed a loss of patronage for those religions, and the active 

promotion of Saivism by the ruling elites of the Deccan and south India.10 The expansion 

of the powerful Tamil kingdom of the Pallavas under Mahendravarman I (580-630)11 and 

his son Narasimhavarman I (630-668) coincided with the anti-Buddhist and anti-Jaina 

bbakt/movement and the rise of a strong sense of Tamil identity.12 While all the Pallavas 

worshipped the trim urtf (Brahma, Visnu and Siva), it was Saivism that witnessed a 

remarkable growth, particularly during the reign of Narasimhavarman II (or Rajasirnha, 

(£690/91 —£728/29) (Mahalingam 1969:123-124).13

The anti-social practices integral to both Jaina and Buddhist ideologies (such as 

their prohibitions on contact with women, and their generally negative attitude to art, 

literature and music), and the alien and artificial literary style of Jaina Tamil may also 

have been significant contributory factors in the decline of Jainism and Buddhism after 

the seventh century (Zvelebil 1973:192-197). In the early MtfX7/'hymns of theTevaram 

(the collective title for the Nayanars’ hymns)14 particular emphasis is given to the temple15

8 In the Tamil region, three £a/va poet-saints, Tirunancampantar, Tirunavukkaracar and Cuntaramurti, 
popularly known as Campantar (or Nanacampantar), Appar and Cuntarar (sixth to eighth centuries), are 
recognised as the principal 'leaders’ {nayanar), or the "First Three Saints", ot the sixty-three Nayanars. 
In a later classification, Manikkavacakar (ninth century?), the author of the T/ruvacakam (‘Sacred 
Utterances’) is included with the other three poets, as ‘Preceptors of the Faith’ ( camayakurava/) or The 
Four' {nafvar ).Their vernacular poems were incorporated into the Tevaram, also known as "The 
Complete Canon" {atankanmurai) which comprises seven books, and forms the bulk of the primary 
sacred texts of Tamil Saivism. In the eleventh century the works of the "First Three Saints" were 
compiled into the seven-volume Tirumurai(‘Sacred Utterances’), which served as primary scripture for
this branch of Saivism. It seems that the entire canon (which, amongst other works, also includes 
VrteT/rumant/ram as Book X; see below) was not completed until the thirteenth century (Peterson 
1991:12-15).
10 Buddhism survived for longer in the outlying regions of the east and north (Davidson 2002:90).
11 According to tradition, Mahendravarman was converted from Jainism to Saivism by the poet-saint 
Appar (Peterson 1991:9). For a brief resume of the king's literary activity, see Unni (1998:1-7).
12 It may also be noted that the bhaktf movements contributed significantly to the cult of the 
book—notably Purana-s—in distinction to earlier oral traditions: texts came to be considered as 
protecting forces for domiciles, and particular merit could be accrued from copying a text (Brown 
1986:76-78).
13 Rajasirnha also seems to have continued support for some Buddhist institutions. He is credited with 
the construction of a Buddhist v/hara at Nagapattinam.
HThe collective title Tevaram (‘a text related to ritual worship') was only given to the Nayanars' hymns in, 
perhaps, the sixteenth century.
13 The three poets sang hymns to Siva as the god of shrines situated in 274 sacred places (five 
belonging to the Himalayas, the abode of Siva), the Tamil places creating a Saivite sacred geography 
(see Spencer 1970).
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and ritual worship.16 However, it is apparent that the so-called b/jaktfmov&mmX of south 

India was mainly represented by Brahman and ksatr/yapoets, and was not in any way a 

low-caste phenomenon articulating class-struggle or social protest, even though the 

ethos of the bbakfa-s could be described as social negativism (Zvelebil 1973:192-197).17

In the tenth and eleventh centuries the Colas actively promoted the devotional 

Saivism of the Nayanars, enlarging and rebuilding extant Siva shrines visited by the 

Nayanars, who were installed as a feature of the iconography and ritual complex of the 

temple. They also perpetuated the institution, begun by the Pallava kings before them, of 

employing singers of the hymns of the Nayanars in ritual worship in the temples 

(Peterson 1991:14).18

Although developments in the dominance and decline of various religious 

movements are being discussed, particularly concerning the rise of Vaisnavism and 

Saivism, it is important to consider the frequently syncretic nature of religion at a popular 

level. To give but one example for the period under discussion: in Bengal in the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries, it is apparent that, in the eyes of the laity, there was practically no 

distinction between ‘Puranic’ Hinduism and Buddhism; people may have had ten 

Brahmanical samskara-s performed by Brahmans, yet pay homage to the Buddha 

(Chakrabarty 2001:145).10 However, notwithstanding religious syncretism, sectarian 

conflicts nevertheless took place. The twelfth-century work of Cekkijar, the Per/ya

10 Besides the bbakt/movement, more radical forms of Saivism were also prevalent in the south. In the 
T/rumant/ram; Tirumujar (eighth/ninth century), the great Tamil s/ddba and Tantric, describes four paths 
of Saivism, also called duddba-s/ddbar/ta and vedanta (Thirumular 1999:w, 1419-1501). In desending 
order of accomplishment, from Jnana to bbakt/ are: JFfanFs, merging the "I in the you"; ycgFs, raising 
kundatinT through the six centres, attaining sfddbf and samadb/ ; those in kriya, not missing daily 
worship; those in (performance of rites and cermonies), who perform many pilgrimages. Those on 
the paths of catya and kriya wear earrings, rudraksa around the neck, and (presumably) the vrsabba 
(bull) and trident mudra-s (seals). There is also a reference (v. 1449) to six schools of vedanta- 
s/ddbar/ta, This four-fold hierarchical scheme is the same as the four-fold division into 'quarters’ (paddj 
of both the Saiva Agama and the Pancaratra Samb/ta, and probably does not accurately reflect real 
socio-religious divisions.
lxAn examination of the caste-origin of the bbakt/'poets reveals that around 75% of the poet-saints were 
either of Brahman or ksatr/ya origin, A further 20% (including Appar and Nammalvar) areve/ta/a-s, 
technically a dudra caste, but in practice members of a community of middle-class landlords. The 
remaining 10% are either iow-caste or of unknown caste.
10 Although they promoted Saivism, the Cojas, and the Pallavas before them, were also supporters of 
Jainism, An inscription dated to 945, in the reign of the Cdja king Madiraikonda Parakesarivarman, 
records a gift of gold to a devotee at a (most probably) Jaina monastery, Jinagiripajji. Other inscriptions 
during the reigns of the Cojas record various grants and land gifts. These include an inscription of 
£7.1116 (from the reign of Kulottuhga Coja I), another, a few years later, from the reign of Vikrama Coja, 
and an inscription dated 1199 records a gift of land tor a Jaina temple (Desai 1957:34-435).
19 It is apparent that in mediaeval contexts, while texts may have been sectarian, ritual was frequently 
fluid, crossing Jaina, Buddhist, Muslim, Tantric, and sectarian ‘Hindu’ boundaries, creating shared 
patterns of worship, For evidence from the ninth to fouteenth centuries; see Granoff (2000:418-420); 
Orr (2000:24—25; 204 fn. 45).
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Puranam  (a hagiography of the sixty-three Nayanars), contains a description of a major 

conflict between Jainas and Saivas, which occurred at Vadatali, near Kumbhakonam, 

wherein the Jainas are accused of hiding a //hga and are forced to leave by the local 

Cola ruler. The Jainas appear to have suffered considerably at the hands of zealous 

da/va-s.20 The period following the Per/ya Puranam  witnessed a significant growth of 

matam-s [m atha / guha// atmant), which functioned not only as centres of sectarian 

leaning, but also of administration.

Inscriptional evidence for the Deccan and south India, between 600 and 1000, 

reveals that the overwhelming majority of matha-s were in the central/western part of 

what is now Karnataka State (see Nandi 1973:205). This area, to the east of Goa, is 

known to have been home to around fifty Jaina, Sa/va and Buddhist monasteries during 

that period.21 Although, as explained, ^/i^-orientated sects are known to have existed 

since at least the early centuries BCE, da/va monasteries22 were unknown before the 

eighth century (Nandi 1973:70-90; Swaminathan 1990:117).23 Between the eighth and 

tenth centuries, there are around thirty-five inscriptions for da/va m athas, the earliest

20 One indication of this is an epigraph at SrTSailam, Andhra Pradesh, dated to 1512, recounting the 
pious achievements of a VTraSaiva chief, named Linga, who took pride in cutting off the heads of 
Svetambara Jainas (Desai 1957:23). There is also a persistent tradition that Cuntarar was reponsible for 
the annihilation of 8,000 Jainas in Madurai (Nampi Antar Nampi, A/uta/ya P///aiyar T/ruvu/ama/at\ 59 and 
74; see Zvelebil 1973:106). During the reign of the KalacQrya king Bijjala (12th century), the Kalamukha 
Ekanatada Ramayya exterminated many Jainas at Ablur. Kalamukhas desecrated dozens of Jaina 
basae//s during that period, many of which can be identified, after defeating the Jainas “in debate" 
(Settar 1999:77-79).
21 In Karnataka, nine other mathas were situated in the Bangalore area, while two Jaina mathas were 
in south. Karnataka, one dating from the sixth century, the other from the tenth century. Four mathas 
(two da/va and two Jaina) were situated in Tamil Nadu, and seven in Andhra Pradesh. Four mathas 
(Buddhist, da/va and Jaina) were functioning in Orissa, around BhubaneSvara, while two da/va mathas 
were situated on the coast of Maharashtra, south of Mumbai. Four da/va mathas are recorded in 
Madhya Pradesh.
22 There appear to have been few va/snava mathas before the rise of the SrT-Vaisnava movement 
under Ramanuja in twelfth and thirteenth centuries. See Gurumurthy (1979:17,73), who lists four, the 
earliest being the Govindapadi matha founded in North Arcot in 969.
23 One of the earliest references to a matha in inscriptions is in the Tirumerrali inscription (of uncertain
date) of Dantivarman Pallava (r.796-847) (Swaminathan 1990:117).
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being for the the Saiva-Siddhantins (see below), Pasupatas,24 Kapalikas,25 and the 

Kalamukhas26 of Mysore,27 all of whom had established matha-s in the south by around 

the middle of the tenth century.

The influence of the Pasupatas appears to have been extensive. Davidson 

(2002:184—186; 341-343) has identified over one hundred Pasupata sites, all over India, 

dating from the fifth to the twelfth century, and remarks that no comprehensive study has 

yet been undertaken, which would doubtless reveal more sites.28 It appears (Davidson 

2002:85) that Buddhist missionary activity was effectively supplanted by the Pasupatas.29 

The Pasupatas and Kalamukhas, besides promoting their agam as, were both 

associated with Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophy, and the Kalamukhas also with Samkhya.30

By the tenth century there were da/va m athas all over the Deccan, the greatest 

concentration being around Dharwar (central Karnataka). By the end of the Co|a period 

(early thirteenth century), nearly every temple in south India in the region governed by

24 The earliest inscription referring to Pasupatas is dated 943, found at Hemavati, Sira Taluka, Mysore. 
Another important inscription, referring to Siva becoming incarnate as Lakuflsa, is found at Eklingji, near 
Udaipur, Rajasthan, dated 1028 (Bhandarkar 1995:166). There was also an important Pasupata centre 
in Udupi, on the Kanataka coast in South Kanara district, supported by the Ajupa chiefs. The 
Pasupatas were also influential in the area around Palaiyarai (south Tamil Nadu) during the Coja period. 
Rajendra I built a temple there for one of his queens that was used by Pasupatas. The Darasuram 
temple in the same town contains 108 sculptured figures of Pasupata da/vaoaryas (Champalakshmi 
1996:346).
^The earliest occurence of the word kapa/fn (one who bears a skull) is probably that in the Yajnava/kya 
Smrtf III. 243 (£100-300). Further references to Kapalikas occur in the Ma/trayanTya Upan/sad, and 
various literary texts from the third to the fifth centuries onwards. The earliest inscriptional evidence is 
provided by Jaina inscriptions, one at Sravana Be!go|a (dated 960-974), and the other from 
Tirumakudal-Narsipur Taluk in Mysore District (Lorenzen 1991:12-24). There is a copper-plate charter 
dated to 639, granting a village near Igatpuri, Maharashtra, for the worship of the god Kapale^vara 
(Bhandarkar 1995:168), though this does not indicate a matha.
26 The earliest mention of the Kalamukha sect is in a Rastrakuta grant of 807 (Nandi 1973:85). By the 
mid-tenth century the eastern Deccan (Telugu speaking) had become a stronghold of the Kalamukhas. 
They rose to prominence during the 11th, 12th and early 13th centuries (see Lorenzen 1991:97-172).
27The Kalamukha mathas at Mayilappur and Tiruvorfiyur (in the Chennai area) and Tiruvatuturai appear 
to have an ancient history, and may date from the ninth or tenth centuries (Nilakanta Sastri 
1992:117-118; Champakalaksmi 1996:385 fn, 65).
25 By the seventh century Pasupatas were associated, as teachers, with the court of Bhavavarma II, 
and during the eighth and ninth centuries Pasupata Saivism was well established in Cambodia.
29 As late as 900, even Buddhist monarchs respected Pasupata missionaries. In art, Lakulf§a is usually 
depicted in the image of the Buddha.
“ Haribhadra (eighth century), in his Saddardanasamuccaya (w. 13, 59), mentions that na/yay/kas and 
va/desfkas are da/vas, while Gunaratna (late fourteenth century; one of Haribhadra’s commentators) 
states that the na/yay/kas are da/vas, and the va/des/kas are padupatas (Nandi 1973:84). Bhandarkar 
(1995:167) comments that the identification of na/yay/kas with da/vas must be a mistake, as 
Bharadvaja of the Nyaya school is specifically referred to as a padi/pataca/ya. Uddyotakara (c5Q0) an 
important Nyaya philosopher, worshipped the Supreme Lord as Siva, in accordance with the practice of 
the Pasupatas, while Pra6astapada (c500), an influential VaiSesika philosopher, was a MaheSvara 
da/va (Hirst 1993:121). There are indications that both na/yay/kas and va/desikas were associated with 
the Pasupatas, but the precise reference that several mediaeval commentators (including Haribhadra) 
make in regard to da/vas and padupatas is often hard to determine.
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them had one or more matha-s functioning in close proximity to it (Nilakanta Sastri 

1955:650; Suthanthiran 1986:192). From the early thirteenth century, numerous da/va 

matha-s were established by devotees of what had become a canon of da/va saints.31 

Besides being educational institutions which were frequently in receipt of grants and 

donations [v/dyac/and) to further educational activities,32 the matha-s were also often 

involved in charitable activities, including feeding arrangements for pilgrims and the 

poor, and in some cases setting up hospitals and maternity centres.33 The early matha-s 

were but a few rooms attached to temples, but by the tenth century there were separate 

buildings for the residents.

During the latter half of the first millennium, it became common practice for regents 

to take initiation (c/fksd) from da/va gurus, whose general influence was similtaneously 

enhanced by the growing popularity of devotional Saivism amongst the population in 

some parts of India. In the south many kings, from the Ca|ukya, Hoysala, Coja, Ganga, 

Cedi, Yadava, and subsequently the Vijayanagara dynasties, were initiated by da/va 

preceptors—effectively undergoing a spiritual rebirth—usually in return for which 

substantial properties were donated, with revenue to be derived from the holdings.34 

Kings were consecrated and installed as royal protectors of the realm at the centre of a 

da/va manc/a/a,m Davidson comments (2002:89) that “da/va royal inscriptions are 

collectively the most extraordinary documents for the combination of religious fervour, 

erotic sentiment and graphically violent images”.36 Records indicate that the da/va 

preceptors, known as raja-guru-s, were almost exclusively from the Saiva Siddhanta, 

Kalamukha, and Mattamayura orders (the latter also being a Saiva-Siddhanta sect), 

though the lineage in a few inscriptions is hard to determine. We will now consider the

available evidence on this influential role of the Saiva-Siddhanta and Kalamukha sects.
31 See Rajamanickam (1964:231-250).
32 Amongst subjects studied were Veda, Mahabharata, Ramayana, the eighteen Purana-s, yogadastra, 
systems of philosophy, logic (tarkd), grammar (vyakarand), poetry [kavyd], dramaturgy {natakdj, and 
sciences connected with literature {sah/tyd) (Gurumurthy 1979:14; Swaminathan 1990:118). For 
educational subjects and salaries in matha-s during the Cola period, see Nilakanta Sastri 
(1955:628-634).
“ Gurumurthy (1979:14); Suthanthiran (1986:192); Swaminathan (1990:117).
34 For further details see Saletore (1935); Desai (1957:19-22); Rajamanickam (1964:228-231); Nandi 
(1973:101-102); Nagaswamy (1998); Settar (1999). Fora resum§ of these studies, see Appendix 11.
“ The ra/a-gurushould perform a special abh/seka ritual, marking the king's spiritual enthronement (see 
Nagaswamy 1998:26).
36 Davidson (2002:129-130) believes that the term devanafa; which appears in many inscriptions, refers 
to the king identified with Siva This seems incorrect (see Kulke 1978b; Chandra 1992). Devara/a refers 
to the icon of power (a palladium, typically a f/rigdi that is at the centre of a royal consecration ritual 
based on the athdra abh/deka, whereby the king is consecrated with the power of either Indra or Siva. 
The ancient Vedic rite was augmented by Agamic rites, and by the ninth century it had become 
established as the preeminent rite of royal consecration in many parts of Asia.
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It is apparent that the Cola raja-guru-s [aca/yd) were held in enormous respect, 

and considered as the spiritual guardians of the country.37 They came from Saiva- 

Siddhanta lineages {santand), and their functions included the supervision of the 

construction of temples,38 and the keeping of documents and records of temple 

endowments. Ra/a-guru- s could be householders or bachelors (most were 

householders) but not samnyastn-s. They were sometimes hailed as s/ddfta-s who could 

cure disease, and were meant to be able to predict impending disasters. They also used 

to perform various rituals to protect the king, including the annua! ra/a-raksa, during 

which the king was annointed with sacred ashes mixed with saffron powder 

(Nagaswamy 1998:24-26). By the thirteenth century, numerous Saiva-Siddhanta matha- 

s had been established, which exerted a considerable influence in most parts of the 

Tamil region.39 One of the matha-s most influential in supplying ra/a-gurus was the

37Rajaraja refers to his guru as "my Lord" {svamt/ uda/yat), who he adores as Siva himself. According to 
the Kam/kagama (one of the principal texts in mediaeval Saiva-Siddhanta), in temples the foremost 
place is offered to the raja-guru, followed by the king and then the queen. It seems that the Rajendra 
Co|a brought da/va-acatya-s south, from Banaras and the Godavari region (Nagaswamy 1998:20-28).
38 Three people were responsible for temple construction: the ya/amana (patron-builder); the architect- 
sculptor; and the aca/ya, who was the most important. He should know vastu-dastra, and supervise all 
procedures (Nagaswamy 1998:24—26),
39 According to the tradition pertaining to the Cola ra/a-guru-s, five /s/s (Kau6ika, KaSyapa, Bharadvaja, 
Gautama and Agastya [or Atreya]) were initiated by §iva. (This group of rsfs is often to be found in 
Saiva-Siddhanta Agama texts; see Brunner 1964:457.) The rsts produced five lineages {panca- 
santar?a-s\ Durvasa, DadTci, Ruru, Sveta, and Upamanyu), which resulted in the establishing of five 
matha-s in the south: Mantana-KalTSvaram (at the centre), surrounded by Amardaki, GojakT, Puspagiri, 
and Ranabhadra. Mantana-KalTSvaram was most probably in the Godavari region, while the latter four 
matha-s (particularly Amardaki) played a central role in the development of the temple movement in 
south India. According to several Tantra-s, Durvasa is the preceptor of the Amardaki matfta{ARE 1917, 
part II, para. 37 [1986:124]). Aghora Siva came from the Amardaki matha and was a resident of KaftcT. 
Though not a ra/a-guru (Nagaswamy 1998:28ff.), he was an influential and prolific systematiser of a 
dualist form of Saiva Siddhanta. His Kr/ya-krama-dyot/ka (Aghora-d/Vacarya-paddhati), written in 1158, is 
still one of the most important texts in the south (Davis 1991:17).
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GojakT matha™

A considerable number of the Saiva-Siddhanta matha-s were named after either 

the famous Brahman da/va saint, Tirujfiana6ambandar, or the non-Brahman sa/Va saint, 

Tirunavukkarasar.41 With regard to Vaisnavism, non-Brahman participation became 

significant only after the time of Ramanuja, in the thirteenth century. In the case of 

Saivism, it is apparent that beginning in the twelfth and thirteen centuries many new 

matha-s42 were established that were headed by lineages (sa/?ta/?d) of non-Brahman 

teachers, called muc/a/tyar™ It seems probable that from the middle of the thirteenth

40 The GojakT matha also traces its lineage to Durvasa, and was probably established in south India by 
Yuvarajadeva I (r.915-945?), a king of the Kalacuri dynasty. The mathaYxs  ̂ several lineages (santand), 
and by the fourteenth century had numerous branches all over the south (Mahalingam 1962; 
Rajamanickam 1964:225; Dehejia 1986:89), employing many musicians and craftsmen. The pontiffs 
(who all have the surnames ‘Siva’ or Sambu’) came from the same lineage (i.e. Saiva-Siddhantin) as 
those of the Mattamayura sect, though there is also evidence that the matha may have had PaSupata 
adherents and related Tantric associations at the time of its founding. The name ‘GojakT’ may indeed 
derive from ‘Gola-giri’, indicating a circular Tantric yog/nr temple, such as that at Bhedaghat, near 
Jabbalpur (Mahalingam 1962:447; Swaminathan 1990:119-121; Niiakanta Sastri 1992:118; Misra 
1997:78). The Golla/GojakT or Laksadhayi lineages (of the twelfth to fourteenth centuries) trace 
themselves from the Golla matha of Banaras (which may be connected to the Bhiksa matha of Banaras; 
see Rajaminickam 1964:227). The Go|akT matha supplied raja-guru-s to the Kalacuri, Kakatiya, Malva, 
and Telugu Cola dynasties. One of the matha’-s most influential preceptors, who founded several 
branch matha-s, was Visvesvara Siva (/5fmid-thirteenth century). While it is possible that the GojakT 
mathas also supplied the ra/a-gurus for the Tamil Colas (Rajamanickam 1964:229), evidence indicates 
that it was the Amardaki matha which supplied most of their da/va-acaryas (Nagaswamy 1998:30-33). 
Nothing is heard of the GojakT matha after the sixteenth century, most probably because the matha was 
overshadowed by the growing influence of the smarta mathas following the tradition of Sankara 
(Mahalingam 1962:450). (For details of the mathas' activities, acquisitions, branches, lineages, and 
preceptors, see ARE 1917, part II, para.33-438 [1986:121-125]; ARE 1936-7, para.19 [1986:67].)
41 See Annua/ Reports on /nd/an Epigraphy (1986:102-104 [no. 538, para. 53, 28th July 1909]); 
Rajamikkam (1962) supplies a comprehensive list of mathas,
42 See Gurumurthy (1979:70-73) for a list of sixty mathas established between the tenth and fourteenth 
centuries,
43 Rajamanikkam (1962; 1964:214—250); Champakalakshmi (1981:421). There are some indications that 
the flourishing non-Brahman mathas were opposed by Brahmans, though attempts to take them over 
were generally unsuccessful (Stein 1999:236-237). Agama texts, in general, permit the initiation up to 
the second level (of three levels of initiation: samayadTksa, v/desadTksa, n/rvanadtksa) of both dudras 
and women, though some texts dispute dudras' rights to be initiated to the third (‘highest’) level 
(,nirvanacf/ksa), and become acatyas. In some instances, to obviate restrictions, iw/Tpure’) dudras are 
created, Considerations of caste seem to be behind the scheme of four kinds of da/vas (variously 
named and categorised) to be found in many texts (Brunner-Lachaux 1963, Vol. 1 :xxiii—xxiv; Brunner 
1964:460ff). According to the Varnamacandrika, a seventeenth century text produced by the (Saiva- 
Siddhanta) Dharmapuram matha (long after the matha had been founded) to legitimise non -smarta 
worship, dudras have the right to take all levels of da/va initiation, and to become preceptors 
(Koppedrayer 1991:201). It is evident that many da/va mathas were significantly supported by members 
of the ve/a/a caste (originally low-caste, but subsequently comprising many middle-class landlords). For 
studies of other non-Brahman Saiva-Siddhanta mathas, see; Yocum (1990) for the Tiruvavatuturai 
AdhTnam (founded in the seventeenth century); Oddie (1984) for an account of the Dharmapuram and 
Tiruvavatuturai mathas; Arooran (1984) for the mathas at Tiruvavatuturai, Tarumapuram and 
Tiruppanantaj,
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century, many of the matha-s were founded by disciples of Meykantar44 (Rajamanikkam 

1962:222-223). The ascetic frequenters of 3aiva-Siddhanta matha-s were generally 

known as s/vayog/n-s or mahesvara-s, who are recorded in a large number of 

epigraphs.46 According to the Agama-s counted as authoritative for the southern Saiva- 

Siddhantins of the period under consideration (a  1000-1300), although authority lay 

ultimately in a mastery of the rites and texts of the Agama, adherents also had the right to 

study the four Veda-s (Nagaswamy 1998:27). Saiva-Siddhanta, in general, accepts the 

authority of the Veda, but considers the Agama also to be both Veda and gruff 

(‘revelation’), the Agama in effect being a ‘higher’, more subtle revelation than the 

traditional Veda, which is regarded as a secondary revelation. A crucial distinction 

between the Vedic and Agamic traditions is that whereas the Veda is only open to the 

‘twice-born’, the Agamic revelation is for all four varna-s, including dudra-s, who seem to 

have been quite powerful within the general expansion of Saiva-Siddhanta (Brunner 

1964:451ff.).

The Kalamukhas were divided into at at least two major orders, the Sakt/'-par/sad, 

which had four separate subdivisions, and the S/mha-par/sad. The S/mha-par/sads&sms 

to have been distributed over a large area, including parts of Andhra Pradesh and 

Mysore, though the Sakt/-par/sad was probably the more important order. The main 

centres of actiivity of the Sakthpar/sadwere Dharwar and Shimoga districts of Karnataka 

(Lorenzen 1991:97). Between the middle of the eleventh and the end of the thirteenth 

century, the Kalamukha raja-guru-s of south India came from either BaNigave 

(BaHigame),46 Kuppatur, Asandi-nad or Sriparvata (SrTsailam), the first two places being 

most important, particularly BaNigave (in the Sikaripura ta/uka of Shimoga district, in 

Karnataka), which from the eleventh to the thirteenth century was hardly matched by any 

mediaeval Deccan city, famous for its splendours, with over fifty temples, and seats of 

learning.

The earliest record of the presence of Kalamukhas at BaNigave is in 1019 (Settar 

1999:70), while it is recorded in 1036 that BaNigave had five Kalamukha matha-s 

(Saletore 1935:34—38; Settar 1999:68). From 1036 to 1139 BaNigave was home to at 

least thirteen monastic orders, including one Buddhist, two Vaisnava, three Jaina, one

Advaita, one Srotiya and six Kalamukha, the Kalamukhas being the most important and
44 Meykantar is one of the most important figures in the development of Saiva-Siddhanta in the south. 
His C/vaffanapotam, written around 1221, was a Tamil text that laid the basis for a shift in Saiva- 
Siddhanta theology from Sanskrit to Tamil (see Davis 1991:17-18).
45 See Annua/ Reports on /nd/an Ep/graphy{ 1986:102-104), no.538, para.53, 28th July 1909.
46 Before approximately 1100, the place was called VaNigame, and then Balipura (Seetar 1999:56).
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influential of the orders (Settar 1999:65-66).47 The Kalamukha influence spread all over

Karnataka under Hoysala and Cajukya patronage (Venkatarman 1950:74), the most

prominent division of the Kalamukhas being centred in the Kodiya matha, at the

Kedare£vara temple48 in BaNigave, from where many of the Kalamukha raja-guru-s came.

The Kodiya matha first appears in records in 1139, from when it appears in records

alongside the original five matha-s™ It received substantial patronage from the

Kalacurya king, Bijjala, who was closely involved with Basava, the key figure in the

development of the VTrasaiva order.50 The short-lived prominence of the Kodiya matha

was overshadowed by another Sakthpar/sad branch, the Muvarukoneyasantani of

Parwatavaji (Settar 1999:69, 77). By the end of the twelfth century the Kalamukha order

had begun to decline in power and influence.

Besides providing preceptors to kings, the Kalamukha pahcamatha-s, as an

institution, patronised va/snava-s51 and supervised the transactions of other da/va

institutions in 1104 and 1113.52 However, as noted above, Kalamukhas appear to have

had serious conflicts with Jainas. The Kalamukhas worshipped not only Siva, but also

Visnu and Brahma, and accepted not only the Agama-s, but also the Veda-s, varna-s and

adrama-s. Nevertheless, va/snava critics such as Ramanuja and Yamunacarya

represented the Kalamukhas as anti-Vedic (Settar 1999:68-69). As revealed in

inscriptions, not only were kings being initiated and making substantial donations to

Kalamukha gurus, but so were their viceroys and provincial officials, who were often

entitled Mahamanda/edvara {Narasimham 1929:116).53

Prior to the ninth century, inscriptions hardly mention any lineage of teachers, but

from the ninth century onwards a preceptor is rarely mentioned without his lineage. The

role of the royal preceptor was clearly becoming institutionalised, resulting in the
47 Although LakufTSa is hagiographically connected to the founding of the Pa6upata order, the BaNigave 
records frequently refer to LakulT§a-Kalamukha in the same phrase, but no reference ever occurs in 
records to either PaSupatas or Kapalikas (Settar 1999:69).
48The full name of Siva who presided over this temple was Daksina-Kedaresvara, "Lord of the Southern 
Kedara”.
49 Interestingly, the oldest of the original five Kalamukha matha-s that can be dated is the Paficalinga 
matha (Settar 1999:67). It will be recalled that in Sankara’s hagiographies the KaficT stream of texts (the 
ASV and its derivatives) devote considerable emphasis to Sankara’s establishing five //riga-s. Could this 
story perhaps be an echo of the importance given to the establishing of a five- //hga matha within the 
Kalamukha tradition?
80The VTra6aivas, Prabhudeva and AkkamahadevT, were also connected with Ba||igave. VTra£aivas took 
over matha-s of the Kalamukhas after the latter declined (Settar 1999:78).
81 Ep/graph/a Carnat/ca VII (Shikapura), 131, 132.
52 EC VII (Shikapura), 131, 99.
53 The Mahamandale£vara, Kundamarasa, made grants in 1019 after washing the feet of his guru, 
Muliga 3ivasakti Pandita of Bajjigama. Govinda Raja, the younger brother of Krsna Raja, made 
endowmnets to SomeSvara Pandita Deva. See Saletore (1935:38) for other instances.
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enhanced role and influence of the institution to which a line of preceptors was attached. 

The da/va gurus were, like their Jaina counterparts, becoming deified as cult objects. 

Archeological evidence indicates that already by the seventh century (and perhaps 

earlier) Pasupata teachers were thought to become identical with Siva at the moment of 

death, and temples were erected with a //hga installed bearing their name (Stietencron 

2001:24). The enhanced status of many pontiffs of da/va matha-s was partly in view of the 

irrevocable nature of royal grants {dasana-s) and partly owing to the absolute rights of 

the pontiff over the temple or monastery. In a record of around 900 is to be found one of 

the first references to a mahant, whose rights in this instance are absolute.54 However, in 

many instances local bodies or assemblies had the right to remove the pontiff, should he 

have committed moral offences or be deemed to have brought the matha into disrepute. 

Nandi (1973:99-101) comments that absolute control over the properties of the temple or 

monastery led to a kind of feudal organisation in important monasteries, some of which 

organised mass da/va initiation (d/ksa) rituals, thus furthering their sphere of influence. 

The matha-s also attracted itinerant trade on account of their organisational network, 

contributing significantly to urban growth (Champakalakshmi 1996:210).55 Itinerant 

traders were also significant donors to matha-s, some of which were named after them.

Misra (1997) discusses the power of matha-s and their pontiffs in central India in 

the ninth and tenth centuries, based on records of nine Saiva-Siddhanta matha-s, The 

initiates promoted va/des/ka philosophy and Agamic Saivism, from “fortress-like 

structures”. The movement was rooted in the Guna-Sivpuri region, but spread over 

central India, and on to Gujarat, Rajasthan, Andhra, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. The 

network of Saiva-Siddhanta matha-s traced their lineages back to the Mattamayura 

(‘drunken peacock’) sect at Kadwaha.56 From the seventh to the thirteenth century, these 

monasteries supplied many of the raja-guru-s to regents of several of the dynasties 

previously referred to. Some of the pontiffs were low-caste, but regardless of 

caste—which had theoretically been eliminated after initiation—received land-grants

54 EC, 10, Srinivaspur ta/uka, 29. The grant, by Kunnayya, was also made to the servants of five 
(presumably resident) mahant-s,
“ Champakalakshmi (1996:385) draws attention to the close relationship indicated between the increase 
in trade activities, craft production—especially oil and textiles—and the institution of da/va mathas, The 
Kalamukha (Pa§upata) matha-s of the ninth and tenth centuries (in centres such as Mayilappur and 
Tiruvomyur), the bhaktf matha-s named after da/va saints (of the eleventh and twelfth centuries), and the 
well organised matha-s of the Golla/Go|akT or Laksadhayi lineages (of the twelfth to fourteenth 
centuries, which trace their lineage from the Golla matha of Banaras), were all invariably located in trade 
and craft centres.
“ See Davis (2000) for further details of the Mattamayura sect.
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from the state. Nominally celibate,57 several of the pontiffs wrote religio-philosophical 

texts that became relatively widely known.68 It has been estimated (Misra 1997:74; 

Dehejia 1986:89) that the dispensation in grants and land to the pontiffs of these matha- 

s amounted to one third of the revenue of the entire Kalacuri state, indicating the 

importance of da/va matha-s to Kalacuri polity.

The matha-s employed not only artisans and tenant farmers, but also a contingent 

of law-enforcement officers ( vrrahhadra-s and va/ramust/s) whose powers of 

enforcement included mutilation and castration. In terms of the powers and privileges 

enjoyed within the hierarchy of the state, the pontiffs of the matha-s appear to have been 

ranked higher than Brahmans and the chief priest, in other words, second only to the 

regent himself.59 The pontiffs also held more land than the ksatr/ya-s, who were 

subservient to them. The matha-s rendered services to the state in various ways, 

including the garrisoning of war-forces, the provision of elephants, horses and perhaps 

wealth, the manufacture of armaments for battle, the maintainance of arsenals, training in 

warfare, and even participation in battle. Several pontiffs are praised in inscriptions not 

only for their knowledge of religious texts, but also for their political wisdom, their power 

against enemies, and their knowledge of weaponry. They also participated in civil 

administration, one pontiff (Vimalasiva) being praised for his ability to make even distant 

people pay taxes.60 Taxes were also levied by the matha-s themselves on many items, 

including a wide range of animals and farm produce, taxes being another source of the 

matha-s’ considerable wealth. The titles of the pontiffs, such as natha, adhpat/sxv^ pa/a  

were those usually reserved for royalty, and such was the importance of the pontiffs to 

the state that, time and again, their “venerable feet were revered by the lustre of the crest 

jewels of the princes” (Misra 1997:77).

The relationship of matha-s to the empires of south India in the first centuries of the 

second millennium is particularly relevant in the context of understanding the traditions 

associated with development of adva/ta matha-s, particularly those of SriigerT and 

KaficTpuram, which are connected by hagiographers with the activities of Sankaracarya. 

In this regard we now turn to the founding of the Vijayanagara empire, considering the

It is apparent from records of various kinds that celibate orders were not always so. Derrett (1974) 
analyses a legal ruling from the sixteenth century—during the reign of Venkata I—at JambukeSvara, 
whereby it is ordered that the pontiff of a Pa6upata matha should be a grhastha, It is apparent that the 
matha had been occupied by various non-celibate PaSupatas, nominally a strictly celibate order.
58 These include the Vyomatr-t/ka of VyomaSiva, the Prayasc/tta Samuocaya, Na/m/tt/ka-kr/ya- 
anusandhana and Soma-dambhu-padhat/{N\\s\& 1997:76).
“ See Corpus/nscr/ptfonum/nd/carum, Vol.4, part 1, nos. 63, 64, 70; Misra (1997:75).
60 Corpus /nscr/ptfonum fndicarum, Vol. 4, part 1, no. 64, v. 44.
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religious orientation and initiation of its regents, and their patronage of various religious 

institutions.

6.3 Religious initiation and orientation of the Vijayanagara rulers

After the collapse of the Coja and later Cajukya empires, four dynasties arose in south 

India; the Yadavas of Devagiri, the Kakatiyas of Warangai, the Hoysalas of 

Dvarasamudra and the Pandyas of Madurai, who dominated the south in the thirteenth 

century. By 1328 these kingdoms had come under the control of the Delhi sultanate, but 

subsequent revolts against Delhi resulted in the establishing of the independent 

sulatanate of Ma’bar at Madurai (which lasted from 1335-1378), the BahmanI sultanate 

(in 1347 at Bijapur, Karnataka), and the kingdom of Vijayanagara, whose capital was 

modern-day Hampe (Hampi), Karnataka.61

Up to 1565, three dynasties ruled Vijayanagara; the Sangama (1336-1485), 

Sajuva (1485-1505), and the Tujuva (1505-1570). Harihara (Raya)62 I, the eldest of the 

five sons63 of the chieftain Sangama, was the first king of Vijayanagara (1336-1356). 

Within a few years, with the assistance of his brothers—primarily Bukka but also 

Marappa—Harihara built up an extensive empire stretching from coast to coast, an 

empire that was constantly at war with the BahmanT sultanate. Bukka I (1356-1377) 

succeeded his brother Harihara I, Bukka’s son, Kumara Karhpana, being famed for the 

conquest of Tondaimandalam, defeating the Muslim governor of Kannanur (six miles 

north of SrTrangam), and the destruction of the Ma’bar sultanate (1334-1371).64

The traditional date of the founding of Vijayanagara is 1336. 1346 has also been 

suggested, the date of the famous “festival of victory” at SmgerT, to which we shall return. 

These dates have been questioned by Kulke (1985:126), who maintains that 

Vijayanagara probably only emerged under Bukka I as a capital, in the area of the old 

Hoysala capital, previously called Virupaksapattana, Hosapattana or

61 For the history of this period, see Saletore (1934), Mahalingam (1940), Venkataraman (1950), 
Majumdar (Vol. 6, 1960), Krishnaswami (1964), Dallapiccola (1985), Verghese (1995), Aiyangar (2000).
“ The Sahgamas are frequently referred to in inscriptions as raya(‘king’).
63 The other four brothers were Kampa, Bukka, Marappa and Muddappa. Curiously, the name 
Muddappa does not appear in some inscriptions as one of the brothers, another brother being named 
as either Sangama or Sankara (Filliiozat 1973:135).
64 The event is celebrated by Kampana’s wife, Ganga Devi, in her epic, Madhurav/jayam. After the 
victories, Kampana’s commandant, Goppana, brought back and facilitated the reinstallation the two 
main idols of Sffrahgam that had been secreted at Singavaram (Gingee) and the foot of the Tirupati hill. 
Sffraiigam had twice been sacked, once by Malik KufQr in 1310-1311, and during the Tughluq 
incursions in 1327-1328 (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:126).
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Vijayavirupaksapura.65 The first inscription mentioning the name Vijayanagara is from 

1357, the year after Harihara I died and Bukka I took the throne. Bukka gave himself the 

regal title Maharajadh/raja paramedvara, but only in 1368, shortly before his death. 

Initially, all brothers had the title Mahamanda/edvara,

Bukka I was followed by Harihara II (1377-1404), under whom the Vijayanagara 

empire expanded all over south India up to the Krena river. Harihara ll ’s three sons, 

Virupaksa I, Bukka II and Devaraya I, all vied for the throne after Harihara’s death, 

Devaraya succeeding, and ruling from 1406-1422. Devaraya’s two sons, Ramacandra 

and VTra Vijaya, both ruled for brief periods, followed by VTra Vijaya’s son, Devaraya II 

(1424—1446), the greatest of the Sangama rulers. After Devaraya II, the reigns of 

Mallikarjuna (1446-1465) and Virupaksa II (1466-1485) were weak, resulting in Saluva 

Narasimha (1485-1491), governor of Candragiri, usurping the throne in 1485.

Sajuva Narasimha was succeeded by his minor sons, Timma (1491) and Immadi 

Narasimha (1491-1505), the latter being assasinated by his Tujuva minister, VTra 

Narasimha, whose reign (1505-1509) was followed by that of his half-brother, 

Krsnadevaraya (1509-1529), the greatest king of Vijayanagara. Acyutaraya, a half- 

brother of Krsnadevaraya, then ruled from 1529-1542. Following his death, a faction led 

by Ramaraya, Kfsnadevaraya’s son-in-law, installed Sadasiva (the nephew of 

Acyutaraya) on the throne, though Ramaraya remained the da facto ruler. Under 

Ramaraya, the Vijayanagara empire regained some territory lost under Krsnadevaraya 

but the combined forces of the Delhi sultanate finally defeated Ramaraya, who died in 

January 1565 at the decisive battle of Rakkasa-Tangadi, also known as the battle of 

Tajikota. The Vijayanagara capital was sacked and temporarily occupied by the Muslim 

armies, thenceforth ceasing to be an imperial capital. Northern Karnataka came under 

Muslim control, and as the empire disintegrated, independent feudatories arose. 

Tirumula, Ramaraya’s brother, moved to Penugonda66 in the Anantapur district, founding 

the Aravidu dynasty (1570-1646) there with the puppet ruler, Sadasiva. The capital of 

the vestiges of the empire subsequently moved twice, to Candragiri in North Arcot district, 

in 1592, and then to Vellore in 1606 (Verghese 1995:2).

65 Venkataranayya (1974:34) maintains that there is inscriptional evidence (of 1323) that Harihara I was 
first a king in Gutti (Jaggatapi-Gutti), in the present Anantapur district of Andhra Pradesh. However, an 
inscription from 1347 states that Harihara was reigning in the ‘Gutti-rajya’, and governing from 
Vijyanagara (Sewell and Aiyangar 1932:191 \Ep/graph/ca/Annua/ Reports made to the Archae/ogfca/ 
Survey o f Madras, 1921, App. A, C-P. 9]). Filliozat (1973:xvii) suggests that there may have been two 
Hariharas, as a solution to this and other conflicting inscriptional evidence.
65 Penugonda, Delhi, Kolhapur and Jina KaficT are counted as the four Vidyasthanas of the Jainas
(Desai 1957:161).
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Many historians have presented the glorious history of the Vijayanagara empire in 

terms of a Hindu empire established in the face of Muslim aggession and persecution.67 

The Vijayanagara rulers have been presented as Hindus whose patronage of and 

association with Hindu institutions, particularly the adva/ta matha at SmgerT, and whose 

defeat of the Muslims, notably at Madurai, saved and revived Hindu dharma from 

impending destruction. However, although wars with the BahmanT sultans were frequent, 

their cause was more political and economic than religious. There were also numerous 

military expeditions against less powerful Hindu rulers, such as the Sahbuvarayas, the 

Reddis of KondavTdu, the Velamas and the Gajapatis (Verghese 1995:3). Muslim 

soldiers also fought in the armies of the Vijayanagara regents, undermining the notion 

that the protagonists were fighting essentially religious wars.

Kulke (1985:120-125) also questions the traditional account, presented by 

several prominent historians,68 of the origins of the Sangama brothers. According to this 

account, the brothers were serving in Warangal in the Eastern Deccan, which was 

overrun by Sultan Muhammad Tughluq in 1323. They fled to Kampili, which was also 

subsequently captured in 1327 by the Muslims, who had them taken to Delhi as 

prisoners and converted to Islam. The Sultan of Delhi then sent Harihara I and Bukka to 

take over the administration of Malik Muhammad in Kampili, and put down a revolt by 

Hindu subjects. They are then said to have been converted back to Hinduism by the 

sage, Vidyaranya, and to have built a Hindu empire. However, the evidence indicates 

that the Sangamas began their career under the Hoysala king, Ballala III, and were never 

converted to Islam.69 We shall also see that the Vijayanagara rulers were indeed initiated 

into Saivism, but not by Vidyaranya.

The religious culture of the Vijayanagaras and previous kingdoms was generally

cosmopolitan. Inscriptions of the later Calukyas and Hoyalas exhibit an almost uniform

pattern, beginning with an invocatory verse in praise of Siva, Visnu, Jina or Sakti.
67 See, for example Saletore (Vol. 1, 1934:1): "south of the Vindhyas...after eight and sixty years of 
humiliation,,.the smouldering forces of Hinduism suddenly swept away the growing menace...The terror 
which shook the country to its foundation was entirely foreign; the measures adopted to meet and rout it 
were purely indigenous."
“ Sewell (1900); Nilakanta Sastri (1958); Venkataramanayya (ed. Majumdar) (1960, Vol.6:271-325).
69 Wagoner (2000) has shown how the account of the founding of Vijayanagara and the “conversion" 
and “apostasy" of the brothers was derived from a melding together—first by N. Venkataramanayya in 
1929, then elaborated by Nilakanta Sastri in 1946, and then repeated by subsequent historians—of 
‘histories’ contained in two sets of texts: (i) 'IsamTs Futuh af-Sa/atTn, written in Gulbarga between 1347 
and 1350; BaranT’s Ta’rfkh-fFiruz-Shahf written at the Sultanate court of Delhi; Rih/ahor The Travels of 
/bn-Battuta, written in 1354; (ii) Ra/aka/an/rnaya, Vfdyaranya-ka/ajhana, V/dyaranya-vrttanta, and 
V/dyaranya-daka, written in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The latter set of texts is particularly 
unreliable historically. The V/dyaranya-ka/ajhana contains distinct motifs in common with other texts, 
notably the Prataparudra Car/tramu and Koff O/ugu, indicating a common source for the accounts.
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However, this is not a characteristic of Vijayanagara inscriptions, most of which begin 

with a short obeisance:70 “Salutation to Virupaksa”, “Salutation to Ganapati", or 

“Salutation to VTrabhadra", all of which are da/va deities.71 In general, the inscriptions 

mention a variety of both va/snava and da/va deities, goddesses such as SarasvatT, and 

also refer to various characters from the Mahabharata. The Vijayanagara rulers 

extensively promoted important Hindu institutions, in endowments to Saiva and Vaisnava 

temples and ac/va/ta matha-s, and in the patronage of commentary on the Veda, But the 

earlier Vijayanagara rulers were essentially da/va, and like many of the other kings and 

regents of previous times, were initiated by da/va gurus.

Kasivilasa Kriyasakti Acarya, almost certainly a Kalamukha, is known from several 

inscriptions to have been the raja-guru  of the first two Sangama rulers, Harihara I and 

Bukka I, the founders of the Vijayanagara empire, and perhaps also of Harihara II and 

Devaraya I.72 The precise lineage of this particular Kriyasakti is difficult to determine. He 

is also referred to as Ffayara/aguru-manda/acarya (Rama Rao 2000:44). There were two 

other Kalamukha gurus, Kriyasakti Deva and Kriyasakti Pandita, who headed two of the 

five Kalamukha matha-s in Baljigame in 1113 (Saletore 1935:39).73 Kriyasakti is also a 

common name for Pasupatas (Lorenzen 1991:161-164), but it seems that this KriyaSakti 

was a Kalamukha of the Sakt/-par/sad branch of that order, kr/yasakt/ referring to an 

office rather than a personal name. As revealed in a stone inscription to Bukka, dated 

1368, and two other inscriptions of 1347 (Verghese 1995:8), KaSivilasa Kriyasakti was 

also the guru of one Madhava/^/tf/y/^74 who was the great minister of Marappa, one of 

the five Sangama brothers (Saletore 1935:33 tn. 2). Between 1347 and 1442 at least 

three different Kalamukha Kriyasakti gurus are mentioned in Vijayanagara literary and

70 See UVAT 1985.
71 In two records, obeisance to SrT Ramanuja is found, and in some other records only the name of the 
deity is mentioned, such as Sri Vitthala and SrT Tiruvehgaianatha. Only thirteen inscriptions contain an 
invocatory verse, two invoking Jina, nine invoking Siva, one praising Visnu, and one invoking both Siva 
and Madhava (Rajasekhara 1985:104).
72 Only one inscription contradicts this: in 1396 Khandeya Raya KhaleSvara Devayya is called raja-guru 
(Saletore 1935:39 fn. 29).
73 See Ep/graph/a Carnat/ca V11 (Shikapura), 99, p. 67.
74 There are several Madhavas (who are not to be confused with the va/snava dualist Msdhva), whose 
identities are examined below
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epigraphic sources, namely Ka^ivilasa, Vanivilasa and Candrabhusana.75 After the reign 

of Devaraya II (1424—1446) there are no further references to Kalamukha gurus.

The tutelary deity of both the Kalamukhas and the earlier Vijayanagara rulers was 

VirQpaksa, who was housed in the Kalamukha Kodiya (or Koti) matha at BaNigave, and 

not in the royal temple of Vijayanagara at Pampa-ksetra (Saletore 1935:38-39), which 

housed PampadevT, originally a local godess, who had become the consort of Virupaksa. 

The Prakad/ka of Cannibhatta,76 who was at the Vijayanagara court, refers to 

VijayanagarT and VirQpaksa as different places, Virupaksa having probably been derived 

from the name of the deity (Thakur 1961:527). All the copper-plate records from 

Vijayanagara end with the honorific ‘signature’ “SrT Virupaksa",77 at least until 1570 

(Rajasekhara 1985:103). However, after the decisive defeat of the Vijayanagaras at the 

battle of Tajikota in 1565, the AravTdu king, Venkata II, who was established in 

Penugonda, replaced “SrT Virupaksa” with “SrT Venkatesa” (the va/snava deity of Tirupati) 

as the official signature. The later Vijayanagara regents were primarily va/snavaP

Whatever their personal initiation or religious inclination, like many successful 

politicians the Vijayanagara rulers patronised a variety of religious institutions, including

70 Kriyasakti is mentioned as the ku/a-guru of Harihara II in a copper-plate grant of 1378. Raja-guru
Vanivilasa Kriyasakti is referred to in a record of 1379. In two copper-plate grants (of 1398 and 1399) 
Harihara II is praised as the worshipper of the feet of raja-ra/a-gunrp/tamaha Kriya6aktideva, Devaraya I 
is referred to in an inscription of 1410 as having received supreme knowledge by the favour of ra/a-guru
Kriyasakti, who is also mentioned in a grant made in the same year by Vijaya Bhupati, Devaraya's son.
In 1429, Harihara II made a grant to Brahmans, with Kriyasakti at their head. KriyaSaktideva is 
mentioned in a record of 1431, the last inscription referring to a ‘Kriyasakti’ being in 1442, when ra/a-
guruKriyaSakti Odeya is referred to. Candrabhusana KriyaSakti appears in the court of Devaraya II, in a
work of SrTnatha, a Telugu poet (Verghese 1995:8, 112).
76 Most probably the author of the Sarva-dardana-samgraha (see below).
77 In one example the honorific signature names both Virupaksa and SrTkanthanatha (Siva) (UVAT 
1985:83).
70 The Vijayanagara rulers remained da/va up until Virupaksa II (1466-1485), the first Vijayanagara ruler 
to convert to SrT-Vaisnavism being Saluva Narasimha, who usurped the throne in 1485. He was a 
devotee of VehkateSvara of Tirupati (Tirumalai) and Narasimha of Ahobalam, Under the later Tujuvas 
the Venkate§vara temple was built up to become the most splendid temple of the realm (Michell 
1995:276). Krsnadevaraya (1509-1529) is known to have venerated SrT-Vaisnava ascetics such as 
Govindaraja—who is called his guru—and Venkata Tatacarya. The Telugu va/snava tradition maintains 
that Tatacarya was the guru of Krsnadevaraya, There is also a story that Vyasaraya temporarily 
occupied Kfsnadevaraya's throne during an inauspicious conjunction of planets (Nilakanta Sastri 
1992:128). Kfsnadevaraya’s favourite deity was Venkate^vara of Tirupati, one of the main centres of 
SrT-Vaisnavism. The last Tuluva emperor, Sadasiva, and his regent, Ramaraya—whose guru was 
Pahcamatabhafijanam Tatacarya—also owed their primary allegiance to SrT-Vaisnavism. Patronage for 
da/va institutions seems to have more or less ceased under SadaSiva and Ramaraya, the last of the 
Vijayanagara rulers (Verghese 1995:9; Champakalakshmi 1996:343).
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Vira£aivas,79 followers of Madhva,80 and Jainas.81 Devaraya II, although Initiated into

Saivism, endowed the SrT-Vaisnava temples at SrTratigam and Tirumalai, and also

sponsored Jaina institutions02 in the imperial capital and elsewhere (Verghese 1995:9).83

Besides the sects previously mentioned, there was also a significant presence of Naths

in south India during this period. Some records also seem to mention a Christian dfvan

(chief minister) to Devaraya II in 1445 (Nilakanta Sastri 1923:127). Up to 10,000 Muslim

horsemen were employed in Devaraya’s army, and Harihara II had a mosque built in

1439 in the Muslim quarter of Vijayanagara at the behest of a Muslim patron, the warrior

79 The VTra^aivas, also called Lihgayats, were widely active in the Vijayanagara period, particularly in
Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. The most important figure in the development of VTraSaivism was 
Basava, who was minister to the Kalacuri king Bijjala from 1162-1167. The most important VTraSaiva 
matha-s were at SrTSailam, SangameSvaram and Ummattur (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:129), it is known that 
Devaraya II patronised Lingayat gurus, and some Lihgayats, such as the Generals Lakkanna and 
Camarasa, rose high in state service. Grants were made to various jahgamas (wandering VTraSaiva 
priests), and it is assumed that there were many VTraSaiva matha-s, though there are but a few records. 
There is no evidence, however, to support the claim that Devaraya and his immediate successors were 
VTraSaivas (Verghese 1995:8,112,117). For an account of contemporary Vira6aiva renouncers ( v/raktd), 
see Bradford (1985).
60 Little is known about the presence of Vaisnavism in Karnataka before the time of the dualist Madhva 
(1237-1317). (For Madhva's dates, see Glasenapp 1992:9-11.) Madhva (AnandatTrtha) was born in a 
va/snava smarta family, and besides accepting the Vedasamh/tas as authoritative, also accepted 
Mahabharata, ValmTki’s Ramayana, Puranas agreeing with these, and the entire Paftcaratra (Zydenbos 
2001:113,116). The temple of Kfsria at Udupi, which is the centre of the Madhva school, is first 
mentioned in an epigraph of 1366-1367 (Ramesh 1970:300). According to tradition, Madhva appointed 
eight disciples to conduct worship of K.rsna at the matha founded by him at Udupi. This led to the 
founding of eight matha-s in Udupi, which currently function as branch matha-s of the main matha, 
known as the Kpsna matha (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:121-122). However, the tradition was primarily 
established by another group of four of his disciples: Padmanabha, Narahari, Madhava and 
AksobhyatTrtha. These disciples were succeeded by JayatTrtha and his successors, who were the most 
influential group of Madhva’s adherents. This lineage bifurcated around 1412, the younger division 
further bifurcating around 1435, resulting in three branches, known as the Vyasaraya, Raghavendra- 
svaml and Uttaradi matha-s (Verghese 1995:113). The Madhva sect is currently the largest va/snava 
sect in Karnataka State (Siauve 1957:iv).
01 Bukka I was behind the Jaina-Vaisnava accord of 1368, which specifically mentions, along with others, 
the Jainas of the Penugonda Nadu. It seems that this charter was necessary as the Jainas appear to 
have been subject to considerable harassment in the latter half of the fourteenth century (Desai 
1957:161, 402). There are very few records of the Sahgamas that mention new constructions, the 
earliest of them dating to 1385 and recording the construction of a ca/tya/ayaXox the Jina, Kuntu Natha, 
the seventeenth TTrthankara {Archaeo/og/ca/Survey of Ind/a: South /nd/an /nsorpt/ons [ASI], Vol. 1, no. 
152, pp. 153-160). This was on behalf of a general of Harihara II, Irugappa Dandanayaka—perhaps 
the greatest patron of the Jainas amongst Vijayanagara officials—who was a pupil of Puspasena, and 
is also associated with other Jaina centres, such as Sravana Bejgoja (‘white tank of the Jainas’) and 
Tiruparuttikunru (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:129).
83 A record of 1426, issued on the order of Devaraya II for the erection of a caftya/ayaXo Par^vanatha 
(ASI, Vol. 1, No 153) reveals that state aid was being given to Jainas, who nevertheless were on the 
decline both politically and numerically (Rajasekhara 1985:106). Nevertheless, during the fourteenth 
and fifteenth century Jainism was adhered to by large sections of the population, and many Jaina bast/- 
s were restored all over the south Karnataka region (Ramesh 1970:300). During this period the main 
Jaina strongholds were KancT, Sravana Belgola and the Tuluva area (south-west Karnataka) (Nilakanta 
Sastri 1992:129).
83 During this period, although little is heard of Buddhism, there is a reference by a Javanese poet in 
1362 to Buddhist monks "living at six monasteries in KancTpuram", indicating that Buddhism continued 
to be practised (Sewell and Aiyangar 1932:195 [Memoirs of the Batav/an Society ofArts LIV, 1902]).
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Ahmad Khan (Rajasekhara 1985:107; Wagoner 1999:250). Krsnadevaraya and his 

successor, Acyutaraya, although converted to SrT-Vaisnavism,84 gave significant gifts and 

endowments to both va/snava and da/va temples,85 including some in Kumbakonam, 

notably the va/snava Sarangapani, RamasvamT and Cakrapani temples, and the da/va 

Adi Kumbesvara temple.86 The political adaptation of Vijayanagara rulers to religious 

situations is well illustrated by the policy of Ramaraya, the last of the Vijayanagaras, who 

allowed mosques to be built, and refused to heed the advice of his brother, Tirumala 

Ramaraya, and other Hindu subjects, who wished to prevent cow-slaughter in the 

Muslim quarter (Turukavada). Further, he had the Koran placed before himself in the 

Audience Hall, so that Muslim soldiers would feel more comfortable making obeisance 

before him. The Vijayanagaras and the Nayakas also made substantial endowments to 

the c/arga-s (tomb) of Muslim saints, where miracles were believed to be performed 

(Nilakanta Sastri 1992:127).

Having considered the Vijayanagaras’ general religious orientation, the da/va 

initiation of the early rulers by Kalamukha raja-guru-s, and the patronage they extended 

to various traditions, we now turn specifically to their founding and patronage of a new 

orthodox ^ /^ in s titu tio n  at SrngerT.

6.4 The Sahgamas’ patronage of the Smgeri matha and its pontiffs

Crucial to our inquiry into the DaSanami order is the origin of the monastic tradition at 

SrngerT. In this section, an attempt will be made to disentangle epigraphic evidence from

“ There is a claim that a sage of the Madhva sect, Vyasaraya (VyasatTrtha), was the raja-guruoX Sajuva 
Narasimha and of the Tujuvas, VTra Narasimha, Krsnadevaraya and Acyutaraya. Eleven samadh/s 
(known as brndavanas) of Madhva saints are to be found at Vijayanagara, indicating their influence 
there between around 1324 to 1623. Vyasaraya was a significant presence in the courts of Sajuva 
Narasimha and the Tujuva rulers—down to Acyutaraya—from around 1499 until his death in 1539. 
Although Krsnadevaraya and Acytaraya are known to have venerated Vyasaraya, there is little 
supporting evidence for the claim that Vyasaraya was a raja-guru There is another claim that Virupaksa 
II was a SrT-Vaisnava. However, both of these suppositions are principally based on accounts to be 
found in sectarian hagiographic works (Verghese 1995:8-9,113-114),
85 Krsnadevaraya repaired the Virupaksa temple at Hampe soon after his succession, and made gifts to 
the da/va temples at Tiruvannamalai, Cidambaram, Kalahasti, Sffsailam and AmaravatT. Gifts were also 
given to the va/snava temples at KaflcT, Tirupati, Simhacalam and Ahobalam. Amongst those in his 
service were smarta-s, Jainas and va/snava-s (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:126). Acyutaray, on the occasion of 
his coronation, gave an equal number of villages to the temples of Ekambaranatha and Varadaraja at 
Kanci.
86 This temple was built during the Vijayanagar period, and hosts a twelve-yearly Mahamakam festival, 
when bathing in the temple tank during the month of Maghaxs equivalent to a bath in all the holy rivers 
of India, mirroring the annual bath at the Magh Mela at Prayaga. A va/snava matha, first attached to the 
Sarangapani in the seventeenth century, has become an important va/snava pontifical seat in south 
India.
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tradition, in order to establish the identity of the most important figures in the earliest 

decades of the matha, namely its first three pontiffs (VidyatTrtha, BharatTtTrtha and 

Vidyaranya), Sayana (the commentator on the Veda-s), and at least two individuals 

named Madhava (one of whom is often mistakenly identified with Vidyaranya). We have 

surveyed the importance and influence of various Saiva-Siddhantin matha-s and 

lineages, and how the tfea&was studied, but with foremost authority bestowed upon the 

Agama-s. In this and the following section, it will be seen how the the pontiffs patronised 

by the early Vijayanagaras at SrngerT were essentially representatives of a new, 

orthodox, sa/va, Brahmanical, adva/ta-vedanta monastic tradition, ‘orthodox’ in respect of 

primarily representing Vedanta, and constituting a tradition that acknowledged its 

ultimate authority as deriving from the Veda.

We will first consider the founding of the SrngerT matha and its first pontiffs. It is 

well known that the Sahgamas extended significant patronage to the matha at SrngerT. In 

1346 Harihara I led his four brothers on a pilgrimage there, where they celebrated the 

“festival of victory" ( v/ayotsavd), the conquest of the earth from the eastern to the western 

shore. The inscription records grants to forty Brahmans “well-versed in the Veda”,07 and 

praise is bestowed on VidyatTrtha guru, “whose friendship gained is never lost" (UVAT88 

1985:71-73).09 Saletore believes (1935:39-40) that VidyatTrtha was the pontiff of SrngerT 

at the time, and in league with the famous Vidyaranya, to whom we shall return, was 

responsible for considerable financial aid90 to the rulers in their military campaign—which 

brought on them the envy of their contemporaries—and this was why a pledge of eternal 

friendship was made to the head of the SrngerT matha. Although the traditional guru- 

parampara of the SrngerT matha records the death of VidyatTrtha in 1333,91 several 

epigraphic records, from SrngerT and other places, clearly indicate that VidyatTrtha

87The wife of the late Hoysala king Ballala III, Kikkayitai, also participated in this ceremony and donated 
land. This and other evidence undermines the contention made by several historians that the 
Vijayanagaras conquered the Hoysalas (Kulke 1985:122).
“ This work, on Vijayanagara inscriptions, hence referred to as UVAT, contains the text and translation 
of many of the inscriptions referred to in this section.
“ See also EC VI («S&?1), p. 92.
“ There is a legend (Saletore, Vol 1, 1934:142) of Vidyaranya bringing down a shower of gold for three 
and three-quarter hours.
91 See Aiyer and Sastri (1962:164); Venkataraman (1959:28), who also refers to VidyatTrtha as 
VidyaSahkaratTrtha.
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continued to be alive at least until June 14th 1375.92 Saletore (1935:40) believes that 

VidyatTrtha remained guru of the SrngerT matha until this date. However, in 1356 Bukka 

paid homage to VidyatTrtha, and also made land grants to BharatTtTrtha and his disciples 

"to live and carry on their religious observances in sacred SmgerT" (UVAT 1985:70, v. 1; 

72, v. 3). According to tradition, BharatTtTrtha (=BharatTkfsnatTrtha) followed VidyatTrtha 

(=Vidyasankara) as pontiff of SrngerT,93 and it seems probable that BharatTtTrtha was, for 

some time, head of SrngerT, but perhaps under VidyatTrtha (Rama Rao 2000:42). 

BharatTtTrtha is indeed described in one inscription, in so many words (UVAT 1985:116, 

v. 10), as the disciple of VidyatTrtha.94 While VidyatTrtha appears not have left any written 

works, both BharatTtTrtha and Vidyaranya wrote several adva/ta-vedanta texts which are 

considered to be important works within the Vedanta tradition.95

At SrngerT there is the splendid temple of Vidyasahkara. It is the main temple of the 

tlrtha, and tradition associates it with the founding of a matha in SrngerT by Sankara. 

Although this temple may have been erected in memory of VidyatTrtha, the notion that the 

temple was consecrated either in 1356, under the supervision of BharatTtTrtha—who 

granted 120 v/tf/'-s (stipends) to various Brahmans on the occasion (ARMAD,96 [SrngerT] 

1916:15)—or constructed as late as 1380 (ARMAD, [SrngerT] 1933:226), has been 

challenged by Michell (1995). A careful consideration of both epigraphic evidence and 

architectural style leads Michell to the conclusion that the Vidyasahkara temple, which 

has a //hga representing Sankara, was constructed in the mid-sixteenth century.97 

Inscriptions of 1390, 1430 and in the Tu|uva period (1515-1545) refer to the deity 

Vidyasahkara, but not to any temple. Given the abundance of inscriptions in

92 On this date (Saka 1298, Raksasa, Asadha, §ukla, 15) a gift of land was made by Pandarideva 
Odeya (viceroy over the Mangaluru-rajya) to VidyatTrtha for conducting worship in the Siva temple at 
U|ayibettu in the Mangalore ta/uka. In an inscription dated 1377, VTra Bukka Odeya (Bukka I) is spoken 
of as having become "very great" with the assistance of VidyatTrtha. A stone record at SrngerT of 1365 
restates the founders’ friendship with VidyatTrtha (see Saletore [1935:40] for further details of the 
relevant inscriptions). The evidence does not seem to exdude the possibility that BharatTtTrtha took over 
the gaddTeX SmgerT after 1356, yet VidyatTrtha continued to perform functions and receive grants.
“ See Venkataraman (1959) for the details of the lives of all the pontiffs of SrngerT.
04 According to tradition, VidyatTrtha founded eight matha-s and installed therein eight of his disciples: 
Sahkarananda, Saccidananda, Sandranda, Advaitananda Sevadhi, Mahadeva Siva, Advaita 
Sukhanada, Sivayogi and Pratyagjyoti. Vidyaranya and BharatTtTrtha (Advaita Brahmananda) remained 
at Srhgeff (Shastry 1982:18).
“ BharatTtTrtha wrote a commentary on the Brahmasutra-% the Adhfkaranama/a(or Va/yas/karatnama/d). 
The Pa/foadadAs attributed to both BharatTtTrtha and Vidyaranya, and the JfvanmuktMveka is attributed 
to Vidyaranya (Venkataraman 1959:37-38), though the authorship of many of the texts attributed to 
Vidyaranya is problematic (see fn.125).
98 Annua/Report of the Mysore Archaeo/cg/oa/Department
97 Epigraphs of 1346 and 1356 make no reference to any temple, and Michell doubts that a record of 
1375 (ARSIE 1929, no.460) from Kudupu (near Mangalore), which refers to offerings to be made to the 
Sahkaradeva temple at SrngerT, refers to the Vidyasahkara temple.
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Vijayanagara, Michell comments (1995:276) that it is indeed strange that the largest and 

most finely appointed temple of the area is utterly devoid of any foundational inscription. 

He believes that the probable reason is that the temple was sponsored and built by the 

pontiffs of the SrngerT adva/ta matha itself, in an attempt to gain prestige for their sa/va 

institution. As we have seen, from the late fifteenth century onwards the Vijayanagara 

regents switched their primary religious allegiance from Saivism to Vaisnavism, an 

allegiance also followed by family members, ministers and military commanders. This is 

reflected in the changed honorific signature and the erection of important new va/snava 

temple complexes in the sixteenth century (Michell 1995:276). It is suggested that, in this 

context, the Vidyasahkara temple was built to enhance the prestige of the site. It also 

seems probable, given the other evidence presented so far in this thesis, that around the 

time of the construction of the temple in the mid-sixteenth century, the legend of Sankara 

founding p/Jha-s may first have been disseminated.

According to tradition, Vidyaranya is connected with both the founding and the 

success of the Vijayanagara project (UVAT 1985:25). There are four early inscriptional 

references to Vidyaranya: in a copper-plate grant of 18th April 1336, the village of 

Yaragudi is renamed Vidyaranyapura (UVAT 1985:46, w . 1—38),98 while in a grant made 

shortly afterwards,99 Harihara I is described (UVAT 1985:57, w . 22-25)100 prostrating 

himself at the feet of the holy ascetic Vidyaranya, “comparable to Lord Siva Himself, the 

one of supreme austerity and devotion...”. In these inscriptions Vidyaranya is credited 

with assisting the Sahgamas in founding Vijayanagara in 1336. However, it is almost 

certain that these two copper-plate grants are spurious, being backdated (ARMAD 

1934:139-142; Filliozat 1973:xiv-xv; Kulke 1985:123), as are two others: one dated 

1370 (?), and another dated March 23rd 1344—twelve years before Bukka became 

king—in which king Bukka is exalted: seated on a bejewelled throne, he shines “in 

Vidya, the city established by [the sage] Vidyaranya" (UVAT 1985:66, w . 14—16).

The first genuine epigraphic mention of Vidyaranya is dated October 25th 1375 

(ARMAD, Sg. 1933:226; Filliozat 1973:xxx fn. 1), On this date a grant was made by 

Bukka—during the incumbency of the governance of Mangalore by Pandarideva—[to] 

"the holy feet of Vidyaranya of Srhgeff” (UVAT 1985:60, v. 1), who had by now, it is

98 According to this copper-plate inscription (w. 27-28)—the “Bestarahaili”’ grant—this was the date of 
Harihara’s coronation, in the presence of the god VirQpaksa and his consort Parhpa.
“ The “Kapaluru” grant.
100 See also EC (X, no.70;241).
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assumed, become pontiff of the m atha.101 This would agree with a kad/ta of the SmgerT 

matha that states that BharatTtTrtha died in 1374 (ARMAD, Sg. 1933:226-227). The land- 

grant was for the feeding of Brahmans and daily offerings to Lord Vidyasahkara, the deity 

later housed in the temple built in honour of VidyatTrtha. Saletore (1935:41) believes 

inscriptions indicate that it was to VidyatTrtha, and not to Vidyaranya, that the Sahgamas 

credited their success,102 even though in later tradition the honour goes to Paramahamsa 

Par/vrajakaca/ya Vidyaranya Snpada. Vidyaranya is also credited with the authorship of 

numerous works, but we shall see that, besides his genuine works, others are not of his 

authorship, but credited to him in the mistaken belief that he was named Madhava before 

he took samnyasa.

The evidence indicates that it was the triumvirate of VidyatTrtha (Vidyasahkara), 

BharatTtTrtha (BharatTkpsnatTrtha) and Vidyaranya who are intimately connected with the 

politics of the early Vijayanagaras, Vidyaranya perhaps awarded the gaddf of SrngerT as 

a reward for his manifestation of showers of gold, if the legend has some historical basis. 

This seems not improbable, given the evidence, previously reviewed, of the considerable 

wealth of the sa/va matha-s in previous centuries. In the aforementioned inscription of 

May 26th 1386 (UVAT 1985:116, w . 10-11) the three sages are mentioned together, 

BharatTtTrtha, as the disciple of VidyatTrtha, “coming to full bloom in the rays of the sun that 

is sage Vidyaranya”.

While there is inscriptional evidence for the association of the triumvirate with the 

(Tunga) SrngerT matha, they are also all claimed by the Kudali matha at SrngerT (Antarkar 

2001:61-62). VidyatTrtha is also claimed by the tradition of the KaficT matha. The guru- 

parampara of the Punyad/okamanjarf, by Sarvajanasada-sivabodha (56th pontiff from 

1424 to 1539), the earliest account of the pontiffs of the matha, states that VidyatTrtha, a 

disciple of Candracuda,103 ruled there for seventy-three years (from 1297 to 1370), as the 

fifty-first preceptor, retiring with his disciple, Sahkaranada, to the Himalayas, where he 

died (Rama Rao 1931:83).104 The fifty-fourth pontiff, according to the traditional account,

101 Other grants were made: in 1377, in the presence of Vidyaranya of SmgerT; in 1378, under the 
orders of Vidyaranya (UVAT 1985:89, 93).
102 A copper-plate grant dated 1377 states that Bukka Odeya was born to free the land of m/eccha-s, 
and became the sole lord of the earth by the grace of VidyatTrtha-svamT, Another grant of 1380—which 
gives details of previous grants—relates that, in 1346 the five brothers (and Bukka Odeya in 1356) had 
gone to the senior Sffpada (VidyatTrtha). Saletore (1935:41) believes this inscription and the other 
evidence referred to “demolishes the contention of ail those who have erroneously maintained that 
Vidyaranya Sffpada was instrumental in the founding of the Empire of Vijayanagara".
103 VidyatTrtha was called Sarvajfiavisnu, son of Sarangapani of Bivaranya, before samnyasa. Also, 
Candracuda was previously Gahge^a according to this account.
104 See also Mallappa (1974:20); Kuppuswami and Seshadri (2001b:6).
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was Vyascala MahadevendrasarasvatT, who wrote one ot the early hagiographies of 

Sankara, the Vyasca/a-Sahkara-v/jaya,

As previously noted, the first mention of Vidyaranya in connection with Sringerl is 

in an inscription of 1375; no earlier inscriptions at SmgerT mention Vidyaranya, but only 

BharatTtTrtha and VidyatTrtha, who are mentioned in inscriptions, respectively, nearly thirty 

and nearly twenty years previously (Kulke 1985:130). In a copper-plate grant of 1380 

(ARMAD 1916:57) it is recorded that Bukka had written a letter to Vidyaranya Sffpada, 

who was then in Banaras, requesting him to return to Virupaksa (Hampe). Vidyaranya 

returned to Hampe, from where he was taken to SrngerT and granted land for his 

maintenance, in Kikunda-nadu.105 Cikka, the son of Harihara (Harihara II), also granted 

land to Vidyaranya, as did Harihara II, who, in 1380, confirmed all previous grants that 

had been made (Saletore 1935:41; Kulke 1985:133). In an inscription dated November 

25th 1384, Harihara II is described as having “acquired the empire of knowledge 

unattained by other kings”...“by the grace of Vidyaranya muni” (UVAT 1985:108). 

Harihara II is also recorded in this inscription as having made a donation to two disciples 

of Vidyaranya: Surappa and Krsnadeva. It was during the last two years of the reign of 

Bukka I, and then in the reign of Harihara II that Vidyaranya, most probably, was pontiff of 

the SmgerT matha, from October 1375 to his death, on May 26th 1386.106

In 1386, before he died, Vidyaranya was present when Harihara II made a grant,

recorded on copper-plate, to Narayana Vajapeya-yati, Narahari Somayaji and Pandari

DTksita, who are acknowledged as “Promoters of the Commentary on the Four Vedas”.

On January 29th 1386, Vidyaranya made a land-grant to a lay attendant for the purposes

of food offerings at the temple of GopTnatha (ARMAD 1934:139-141; UVAT 1985:111).107

Shortly after Vidyaranya’s death, Harihara II made further grants, in 1386, of land in

Kikunda-nadu, which were named Vidyaranyapura, in his honour (ARMAD

1933:134-146). Significantly, in an inscription dated May 3rd 1384 (UVAT 1985:102) 
105This particular account of Vidyaranya’s return from Banaras is repeated in the Guru-vamda-kavya and 
in a kad/ta at SrngerT (ARMAD 1933:226-227). A kad/ta is a long piece of cloth covered with paste, and 
used for records (see Shastry 1982:9-12).
106 The putative date of Vidyaranya’s succession is supported by a kad/ta at the SrngerT matha, which 
states that BharatTtTrtha died in 1374 (ARMAD 1933:266ff.). However, the kad/ta records are not entirely 
reliable. The situation is further complicated by the existence of several other Vidyaranyas. One of them 
is mentioned at SmgerT in 1515 (ARMAD 1916:18); another is the guru of a svamf at the Kudali matha 
in 1591; Vidyaranya is claimed by some as the founder of the Kudali matha; another Vidyaranya may 
have been a pontiff of the SrngerT matha at the time of Krsnadevaraya (ARMAD 1933:146). Vidyaranya 
is also claimed as the founder of the Virupaksa matha, as described in the PuSpagiri mathamnaya (see 
Anantedra Sarasvati 1968:386H387), and severai gurus of the Avani matha are called Vidyaranya 
(Rama Rao 1931:91).
107 A disGiple of Vidyaranya named ^ahkararanya-SSrTpada made an endowment to a temple at Chantaru 
in the Udupi ta/uka in 1402 {Annua/Report on South-/nd/anEp/graphv 1928:81).
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Vidyaranya is referred to as KrTyaSakti-Vidyaranya,108 indicating the probability that 

Vidyaranya was a Kalamukha before his accession to the SrngerT gadd/ a gaddf that 

had already been occupied by two other sa/va-s, BharatTtTrtha and VidyatTrtha, Vedantins 

who represented a new orthodox tradition. We have seen that VidyatTrtha and 

BharatTtTrtha are mentioned in a number of inscriptions, dating from 1346. However, as 

Vidyaranya is first mentioned in 1375, it seems highly improbable that he was associated 

with the founding of Vijayanagara or a matha. It seems that his active role in the 1330s 

and 1340s was projected back from a later age (Kulke 1985:128).

Also central to this period of early Vijayanagara religious history are Sayana and 

Madhava, the latter often being identified erroneously with Vidyaranya. Madhava's 

identity is further complicated by the existence of at least one other contemporary with 

the same name. Concerning the identities of Madhava and Sayana, there is an 

inscription (UVAT 1985:34), unfortunately undated, at the Arujaja-Peruma! temple at 

KancTpuram. This record is dedicated to Sayana, of the Bharadvaj-gotra, Sayana being 

the famous commentator on the Vedas. His mother SrTmayT is named; as is his father, 

Mayana; his younger brother, Bhoganatha; and his elder brother, Madhava. This 

Madhava, of the Bharadvaj-^//#, and the brother of Sayana, is one of the great 

mediaeval commentators on dharmasastra, whose fame in the south stands second only 

to Sankaracarya (Kane HDS, Vol.1, pt.2:779). For the purposes of explication, this 

Madhava will be henceforth referred to as Madhava [B], (Futher on in this section we will 

consider the identity of another Madhava, who will be referred to as Madhava [A].)109

During the middle of the fourteenth century, Madhava [B]—sometimes referred to 

as M a d h a v a - s e r v e d  as a minister and advisor to Bukka I.110 There are five works 

that may be attributed with some certainty (Rama Rao 1930:703) to this Madhava, who

10SThis has been interpreted by some as referring to two individuals, but the text (UVAT 1985:98, 1.1-7)
seems to indicate one person, as the relevant case endings are in the singular.
109 The distinction between Madhava [A] and Madhava [B] was first clearly analysed and demonstrated
by Narasimhachar (1916a, 1916b, 1917). It was further commented on by Rama Rao (1930; 1931;
1934), and subsequently endorsed by Kulke (1985).
110 Due to the erroneous identification of Madhava with Vidyaranya (see below), it has sometimes been
assumed that MadhavaA/idyaranya was also a minister to Harihara I, Bukka I and Harihara (see, for 
example, Venkataramanayya [Majumdar] 1990 [4th edn.], Vol.6:323)
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was philosophically orientated to adva/ta?" This Madhava [B] has also been identified 

with the author of the Sahkara-d/g-v/jaya, the most well-known of the hagiographies of 

Sankara. In the opening verse of the SDV, author pays obeisance to his guru, VidyatTrtha. 

This work was originally entitled Samksepa-dhrikara-jaya, and in some current printed 

editions112 is attributed to Madhava-Vidyaranya. The colophons at the conclusion of each 

of the sixteen chapters of the SDV state that the work was written by Madhava (not 

Madhava-Vidyaranya). But this author could not have written the text before 1650 (Sawai 

1985; Bader 2000:54—55), several centuries after the time of both Madhava [B] and 

Vidyaranya. The identification of Madhava [B] with Vidyaranya has led to numerous 

works being wrongly attributed to Madhava [B] (Rama Rao 1930:705-706).113

In his seven known works,114 which include his Vedic commentaries, Sayana also 

provides corroborating information concerning his family, mentioning his parents, his 

younger brother Bhoganatha, and his elder brother, Madhava [B], Sayana115 first lived at 

the court of Prince Kampa (a younger brother of Harihara I), in the east of Vijayanagar,

1,1 Paradarasmrtf-vyakbya (PaaadaramadhavTya), Vyavahara-madhava, Kafamadhavfya (Katan/rnaya), 
Jrvanmuktf-vfveka, and Ja/m/myanyama/av/stara The ParadaramadftavTya and Vyavahara-madhava 
provide rules on dfiarma, while the Ka/amadbavfya is concerned with the requisite timing for dharmic 
acts. The Paradaramadhavrya considers renunciate life, but primarily for the three lower classes of 
renouncers, whereas the Jfvanmuktf-v/veka focusses on the life of the paramahamsa, the highest type 
of renouncer (Olivelle 1977, part ll:25). This latter work is also attributed to Vidyaranya by some (see 
Vidyaranya 1996:Translator’s Preface). The author salutes VidyatTrtha in the opening stanza. The 
Jaim/nryanyayama/avfstara examines the sutra-s of Jaimini,
1,aThe AnandaSrama edition.
113 Such as V/dyamadhavrya, Madhavan/dana and Sarva-darsana-samgraha. Some scholars, such as 
Lorenzen (1983), have revised their former opinion (also held by Hacker 1995:ch.1) that the author of 
the Sarva-dardana-samgratia and the Sakara-dlg-v/faya were one and the same person, namely 
Madhava-Vidyaranya, The evidence indicates that Madhava [B] was certainly not the author of the 
SDV, and probably not the author of the Sarva-dardana-samgraha, an account of the sixteen systems 
of philosophy that espouses advaita as the ‘highest’ philosophy. In this work it is stated both that the 
author is Sayana-Madhava, and also Madhava, “the Kaustubha-jewel of the mllk-ocean of the fortunate 
Sayana" (Madhava-Acharya 1882:1.3-4). It has been suggested that this work may have been by 
Madhava [C], also known as Mayana, one of the two sons of Sayana, who was neither Madhava [A] 
(see below), governor of Banavase (and minister to Harihara I, Bukka I and Haihara II), nor Madhava 
[B], minister to Bukka I (Rama Rao 1930:714; Venkataraman 1959:34). The author of the SDS (1.2) 
states that he daily follows his guru, Sarvajna-Visnu, son of Sarrigapani, who knows all the Agama-s, 
thus ruling out Madhava [A] and [B]. However, a most insightful analysis by Thakur (1961) indicates 
that the author of the SDS was Cannibhatta (Cinna or Cennu), son of Sahajasarvajfla Visnu 
Bhattopadhyaya, who was aiso a preceptor to Sayana and Madhava [B]. Cinnabhatta was a younger 
contemporary of Sayana and Madhava, author of a sub-commentary on the Pancapad/kavfvarana, and 
worked in the Vijayanagara court under the patronage of Harihara Maharaja The SDS shares many 
passages and quotations from Cennibhatta's other works. Thakur suggests that the plan of the work 
may have originated with Madhava, and been written by Cennabhatta, with the help of Sayana and 
Madhava.
114 Subbas/ta-sudhan/db/ Prayadc/tta-sudban/db/ (Karmav/paka), A/arikara-sudhanfdhf, Dbatuvrttf 
Purusartha-sudhan/d/v] Yajnatantra-sudhanid/u
118 ‘Sayana’ also was not an uncommon name during the period under consideration. Filliozat (1973:xxxi) 
records six different Sayanas from inscriptions, as: son of Harihara I, son of Karripa I, son of Bukka I, 
son of Marappa, son of Kampa II, and minister of Kampana I.
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and then, following Karnpa’s death, served as advisor and minister to his young son, 

Sangama II, who became ruler of the eastern province. Madhava [B] became the maba- 

m antrfn(Kane Vol. 1, pt.2: 789), and Bhoganatha a minister-chamberlain for Sangama II 

(UVAT 1985:80-83).116 This latter inscription, of 1356, was composed by Bhoganatha, 

who states his veneration for the preceptor Sffkanthanatha,117 a da/va adva/t/n who lived 

in the early twelfth century (Suryanarayana Sastri 1930:1-35; Nagaswamy 1982:97). 

This Sffkantha, who is also referered to in an inscription as a Kalamukha,118 was most 

probably the raja-guruoi Vikrama Cola (c1121) (Rajamanickam 1964:229; Nagaswamy 

1998:35).119 Having served mahamanda/esvara-s in the eastern provinces, Sayana and 

Madhava then appear to have moved to Vijayanagara and both became ministers to 

Bukka I, but in different capacities.

Sayana lived to see Bukka M’s son, Harihara II, enthroned as king of Vijayanagara, 

in 1377, and died during the latter’s reign. Sayana’s guru was VidyatTrtha. In Sayana’s 

Vedic commentaries and some other later works, the term “MadhavTya" occurs in the 

colophon. However, it is clear from the introductory verses of the Purusartha-sudhan/dfv 

and the Yajurveda-bhasya that Madhava was approached by Bukka I to write the texts, 

but Madhava entrusted their composition to his younger brother, Sayana (Rama Rao 

1930:709). There is also no evidence, apart from a copper-plate /bam of dubious 

authenticity,120 that different sections of the Veda-bbasya were written by a team of 

Brahmans under the guidance of Sayana. A reference was made previously to three 

Brahmans who received grants at SrngerT in 1386 for their commentaries on the four 

Veda-s. However, Sayana does not acknowledge anyone’s assistance in his works 

(Kulke 1985:131), and this gift to Brahmans does not necessarily indicate that Sayana

116 Rama Rao (1930:711), however, doubts that Madhava served Sangama II, believing that, at 
Vijayanagara, Madhava was only ever a minister of Bukka I.
117 This Sffkantha (natha) is not to be confused with the Sffkantha who was the preceptor of the 
PaSpatas,
118 Epfgraph/a Carnat/ca VII (Shikapur), 99 (1113 CE).
119 Sffkantha, like Sankara, Ramanuja and Madhva (AnandatTrtha), commented on the Brahmasutra of 
Badarayana, and spearheaded the non-dualist Sivadvaita school, which is particularly important in the 
south, and based on his commentary, the Snkantha-bhasya, These four philosophers could be 
considered as the most influential philosophers up until the fourteenth century, their systems being the 
subject of a commentary, Catur-mata-teda-samgraha, by Appaya DTksita, who flourished in the latter half 
of the sixteenth century. Sffkantha was a contemporary, or near contemporary, of Ramanuja, with whom 
he had many philosophical similarities, both of their systems being variants of vfd/stadva/ta. But for minor 
details, the philosophy of Sffkantha is essentially adva/ta. Sffkantha is associated with Cidambaram, 
though may have come from the north (Surynarayana Sastri 1930:16;28;73;285). He may have come 
from the GojakT matha (ARE 1936, para. 19 [1986:67]). The significance of support by the Vijayanagara 
rulers for particular adva/ta\T&d\Wox\s is discussed below.
120 The authenticity of this copper-plate, of 1386, is doubted as it refers to Vidyaranya as living some 
months after his death (Rama Rao 1930:711).
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was assisted in his commentaries. The works of Sayana and Madhava [B] also indicate 

that Madhava [B] was also a minister to Bukka II (one of the three sons of Harihara II), 

who asked both Sayana and Madhava to compose treatises on the Veda-s, Purana-s and 

Smrtf-s.

Besides Madhava [B], it is also apparent that there was another Madhava, [A], who 

was governor of Banavasi (Goa), and the author of Tatparyadfp/ka, a commentary on the 

SutasamMa. On his instruction, Brahmans were brought from Andhra Pradesh and 

Kashmir, and settled with land in Karnataka (Rama Rao 1930:709 tn. 1). From several 

inscriptions, including one from Goa, dated 1391, it is known that his parents were 

Macambika and Caundabhatta; that he served as minister to Harihara I, Bukka I and 

Harihara II, from 1347 to 1391; and that his guru was Ka^ivilasa Kriyasakti (Filliozat 

1973:136).121 Madhava [A] was also minister to prince Marappa, the younger brother of 

Harihara I. in 1368, this M M \\eus-m antr/n is twice described in inscriptions as 

“depending on king Bukka’s lotus feet”, something that a samnyasf would never state. 

This Madhava [A] also clearly never became Vidyaranya (Kulke 1985:128).

According to tradition at SrngerT (Venkataraman 1959:28-39; Sawai 1985), 

Sayana is the elder brother of Vidyaranya, and this and other references are explained 

by claiming that Vidyaranya was called Madhava before his taking samnyasa from 

VidyasankaratTrtha (=VidyatTrtha), the tenth Jagad-guruof SrngerT, Vidyaranya becoming 

the twelfth Jagad-guru, after BharatTtTrtha. The editors of UVAT (1985:33), in accord with 

the SriigerT tradition,122 also maintain that Sayana was named BharatTtTrtha after 

samnyasa and that the Madhava aca/ya [B] who became Vidyaranya was different from 

the Madhava mantr/n [A] of the Angirasa-gotra who was Provincial Governor of the area 

that is now Goa. However, the claim of tradition that Madhava [B] became Vidyaranya is 

impossible, not least because Madhava [B] praises, as his guru, BharatitTrtha, who, 

according to tradition, would have been his brother with a new name.

While there there seems to be no doubt that there were at least two Madhavas 

(one of the Ahgi rasa-got ra [Madhava A], and the other of the Bharadvaj-gotra [Madhava 

B]), both of whom were closely involved with the Vijayanagara rulers, it is apparent from 

a careful consideration of both the literary and epigraphic evidence that neither of the 

Madhavas changed their name to become Vidyaranya, the sam nyasf (Rama Rao

12' Inscription No. 146.
122 See Venkataraman (1959:29).
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1930:712-717; Filliozat 1973:135; Kulke 1985:129-132).123 In the five authentic works of 

Madhava [B], particular features are common: invocatory verses addressed to 

BharatTtTrtha and VidyatTrtha, and references to his first work, Paradarasmrt/vyakbya, in 

which full details of his parentage are given. He also calls himself a minister (amatydj, 

and the bearer of the burden of sovereignty of Bukka (Kulke 1985:128). It is also 

apparent that Madhava [B] was a married householder and a performer of Vedic 

sacrifices. In one inscription of 1377 {M ysoreArcbaeo/og/ca/Pepo/t 1915:42), Mayanna 

the son of Madhava is mentioned, while the Siva-tattva-ratnakara (dated to 1709) 

describes Madhava as having sons and grandsons (Rama Rao 1931:82).

Throughout the works of Madhava [B], it is Bukka I who is mentioned as his patron; 

no mention is made of either Harihara I or Harihara II. The inscriptions mentioning 

Vidyaranya, however, are all of the reign of Harihara II. Moreover, the tradition relating to 

Vidyaranya, including the narratives of Nuniz and Ferishta, depicts Vidyaranya as having 

taken samnyasa before Bukka I came to the throne, and as having gained the throne for 

Harihara I by dint of his spiritual power. Also, according to the literary tradition of the 

matha-s, Vidyaranya was a poor Brahman, unable to marry.124 The V/cfyaranya-kafajna} 

Sf'vatatava-ratnakara and Guru-vamda-kavya also speak of Vidyaranya setting Harihara 

on the throne, yet Madhava makes no mention of either Harihara I or Harihara II. The 

married Madhava (who performs Vedic sacrifice, necessarily with his wife) and the 

samnyasf Vidyaranya cannot be the same person in the same period of time, in the reign 

of Bukka I, or later.

Further, Madhava [B] refers to himself as Madhava in all his works. If he had 

become Vidyaranya at any time, he would have been prohibited, according to the rules 

of samnyasa, from referring to himself by his pre-samnyasa name. Yet Madhava never 

refers to himself anywhere, even by allusion, as Vidyaranya. Nor is an identity made 

between Madhava and Vidyaranya in the works by the other Madhavas previously 

referred to, nor in several other works from the next couple of centuries that refer to either 

Madhava or Vidyaranya. As already observed, Sayana lived into the reign of Harihara II,

123 One of the most useful studies of the Madhava-Vidyaranya identity issue is presented by Rama Rao 
(1930, 1931, 1934, 2000). See also Raghavan (1976). Besides Madhava [A] and [B], Vidyaranya has 
also been identified with Vidyamadhava—son of Narayapapujyapada of the Vasistha got/a, author of 
V/dyamadhavTya, an astronomical work—and with Madhava, son of Indukara, author of the medical 

work of the sixteenth century, Madbava-v/dana (Rama Rao 1931:82). Another Madhava, Venkata 
Madhava, wrote a commentary on the Rg Veda, the Rgartba-dTp/ka, a work composed on the banks of 
the KaverT river, at the time of the inauguration of the Cola empire in the tenth century, under Parantaka
I (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:124); and yet another Madhava, MadhavatTrtha, a disciple of AnandatTrtha, 
became a va/snava pontiff around 1333 (Sewell and Aiyangar (1932:184 [El, vi, 260]).
124 According to the Manfmanjar/bbed/n/ and Guru-vamda-kavya (Rama Rao 1934:804).
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yet Sayana refers to his brother as a performer of Vedic sacrifices, and not as a 

samnyasf, nor as Vidyaranya. Also, as previously observed, Madhava invokes 

BharatitTrtha as his guru, yet Vidyaranya does not once refer to BharatTtTrtha. Vidyaranya, 

in his works,125 instead acknowledges VidyatTrtha and guru Sankarananda.126 Despite the 

fact that Vidyaranya’s importance and role in the affairs of Vijayanagara was most 

probably projected back from a later time, it is clear from inscriptional and other evidence 

that VidyatTrtha, BharatTtTrtha, Vidyaranya, Sayana and Madhava [B] played a highly 

significant role in the Hindu religious revival under the Vijayanagaras, primarily 

represented in the adva/ta-vedanta tradition established at SmgerT. We now turn to the 

issue of Sankara’s putative involvement with that tradition.

6.5 Sankara and the founding of the Smgeri matha

Tradition associates the founding of SrngerT and the other main matha-s with Sankara. 

However, an examination of Sankara’s hagiographies, undertaken in the previous 

chapter, revealed that there is no evidence for this in the earlier hagiographies. We will 

see that inscriptional evidence also reveals no connection between Sankara and either 

the founding or early history of any matha. We have seen that the early pontiffs of SmgerT 

were sa/va, and we will also see that the KancTpuram matha appears to have been 

consistently da/va. Sffkantha(natha), a ra/a-guru and an important adva/ta Saiva- 

Siddhanta philosopher in the twelfth century, will be again mentioned in this section. It 

will be suggested that he can be seen as a transitional figure in the shift from from 

Agamic Saivism—represented by the previously powerful Kalamukhas, Mattamayuras 

and Saiva-Siddhantins—to a new Brahmanical adva/ta institution that was established at

125 Anubhuti-prakasa, V/varana-pram&ya-sa/pgraha and Paficadadt. The authorship of the Pancadadf is 
slighly problematic, as the author first pays salutations to the lotus feet of his guru, 3 ff Sankarananda 
(Vidyaranya 1975:1,1). According to tradition (Venkatraman 1959:52), SarikaranadabharatT was the 
sixteenth pontiff of SmgerT, taking sa/pnyasa in 1428, and occupying thegadofirom  1448 to 1454. We 
have seen that Vidyaranya died in 1386, so for his guru to been Sankarananda would have been 
impossible. Numerous other works are attributed to Vidyaranya (see UVAT 1985:23-24). Vidyaranya’s 
literary activity was exaggerated in later times, first occuring in the V/dyaranyaka/ajhana, a work of semi
prophesy, composed between around 1664— after the collapse of the Vijayanagara empire—and 1709. 
in this work Vidyaranya is credited with initially composing numerous works that were then written by 
Sayana and Madhava, including the Veda-bhasya. This attribution to Vidyaranya is repeated in the 
eighteenth century Guru-vamda-kavya. Vidyaranya’s hagiography is contained in the Manf-mah/arf- 
bhed/nf, where he is identified with Madhava and credited with the authorship of many works. Madhava’ 
s identity with Vidyaranya is propounded in several other works emanating from the SmgerT and KaricT 
matha-s (Rama Rao 1931:80).
126There is one tradition that links Vidyaranya with Tantra, indicated in a list of the heads of the SrngerT 
matha, in the Gadyava// a work on Tantric ritual by NijatmaprakaSayogindra (Antarkar 2001:48),



169
SmgerT. Sankara has been shown to be va/snava, and it will become evident that his 

immediate disciples were also va/snava. It will also be argued that it is improbable that 

Sankara inaugurated either c/evf worship or the sm arta tradition at SrngerT, with which 

tradition credits him. Finally, it will be suggested that Sankara’s projection onto the 

SrngerT project, and the attachment of specific legends to his name concering the 

founding of matha-s and the instigation of an order of ascetics, developed in a three- 

stage process.

We will first consider the earliest evidence of any matha at SrngerT. The two oldest 

inscriptions at SmgerT, found in the ParSvanatha hast/, date from 1150 and 1160. The first 

praises the J/na-dasana, and the second contains information about a donation from 

Jaina merchants, indicating that Jainism was established in SrngerT in the twelfth century 

(Kulke 1985:132). It is a known that the South Kanara district of Karnataka was long a 

stronghold of Jainism, which received considerable patronage after the advent of 

Hoysala power (Ramesh 1970:298). A Hoysala feudatory, Lokanathadevarasa, was a 

Jaina, and an inscription from 1334 records land-grants to the bast/d i Santinatha, built at 

Karakala by the disciples of the Jaina preceptor Kumudacandra-bhattarakadeva. The 

Ajupa ruler, Kulasekhara III, was also an active supporter of Jainism, as shown by 

inscriptions dated 1384 at Mudabidure, when he made grants to the Jaina tfrthahkara 

Parsvanatha, and worshipped at the feet of the Jaina preceptor CarukTrtti. However, the 

A|upas were predominantly da/va, as were the early Vijayanagara rulers.

The first record of any kind concerning an adva/ta presence at SrngerT dates to 

1346 (UVAT 1985:71-73), an inscription in which obeisance to Sambhu (Siva) and 

VidyatTrtha is stated. It records the visit of the five brothers—on the occasion of the 

v/jayotsava—and the donation of land for the maintenance of BharatTtTrtha (who, as we 

have seen, is an adva/ta-vedant/h), his disciples and forty Brahmans. But this inscription 

only refers to SrhgerT as a tfrtha, and not as a having a matha. The first mention of a 

matha at SrhgerT is in 1356, when Bukka I again donated villages for the maintenance of 

those at the SrhgerT m atha (Kulke 1985:132).127 While we cannot be certain that there 

was no adva/ta m atha at SrhgerT much before 1356, some circumstantial evidence may

127Tradition credits Vidyaranya with establishing eight adva/ta matha-s, but this remains uncorroborated. 
Besides SrhgerT two other adva/ta matha-s are known from records, one being the Vidyaranya-svamT 
matha, centred on a well, and located to the west of the Virupaksa temple at Vijayanagara. This matha 
was associated with the SmgerT matha and is referred to in an inscription of Krsnadevaraya from 1515, 
but the date of the foundation of Xhematha is uncertain and disputed. The head of the matha in the 
1990s, NarasirhhabharatT, traces his lineage from Vidyaranya. The other advaita matha is the 
Cintamani matha in Anegondi, believed to have been established in the early fourteenth century 
(Verghese 1995:116).
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indicate the former presence of Jainas, as BharatTtTrtha is praised as having demolished 

the teachings of the Jainas and Buddhists.128

An outstanding puzzle is the precise sectarian situation at SrhgerT just before the 

founding of a matha. As mentioned previously, VidyatTrtha left no written works. But in 

both texts and inscriptions, VidyatTrtha is referred to as a MaheSvara,129 which may 

possibly indicate a Saiva-Siddhantin. However, as noted at the beginning of this section, 

BharatTtTrtha did leave a text, which is advafta-vedantfn in perspective. The exact 

processes which led to the establishing of an adva/t-vedanta monastic tradition are hard 

to determine.

From the time of the first recorded Vijayanagara grant to SrhgerT, in 1346, until 

Vidyaranya’s death in 1386, donations to the adva/ta matha increased enormously, 

multiplying approximately five-fold in that period, indicating the importance of SrhgerT to 

the Vijayanagara rulers.130 However, neither the grant of 1380, previously referred to, 

confirming all previous grants, nor any other inscription, give any indication that there 

was any kind of institution at the site receiving any kind of income prior to the first grants 

in 1346. The SrhgerT matha continued to be endowed with grants by the later Sangamas, 

Bukka II giving an endowment for the maintenance of the library there in 1406. More land 

was given by Devaraya II in 1431, and by Mallikarjuna in 1451. The Nayakas of Kejadi 

(Shimoga district) established an independent state from 1499 to 1763, and continued 

the support of the SrhgerT m atha originally instituted by the Vijayanagaras (Shastry 

1987).

As we have seen, the Vijayanagara inscriptions bestow praise on various deities, 

including Siva, Ganesa, Virupaksa and Ramacandra; and the aca/ya-s SrTkanthanatha, 

VidyatTrtha, BharatTtTrtha and Vidyaranya. Given that eulogies in many of the inscriptions 

are quite lenghty, and considering that Sankara is so intimately connected to SrhgerT in 

later tradition, it is remarkable that Sankaracarya is not mentioned in any inscription. In 

an inscription of 1346 praise is bestowed on VidyatTrtha, BharatTtTrtha, and on 

Vidyaranya’s knowledge of advaya (adva/ty (UVAT 1985:116, v. 10), yet Sankara, later 

so particularly associated with adva/ta, is not mentioned. In a kad /taoop i of Harihara’s

120 Kulke (1985:133); ARMAD (1933:211-218, l.66ff.).
129 See Mallappa (1974:28): VidyatTrtha is referred to as a MaheSvara in EC Vl-Sg 2, 5, 12, 14, 24, 28; in 
the works of Sayana; at the end of every chapter of Anubhutf Pnakaga; and the beginning and end of 
every part of the V&cfa-bhasya; at the beginning and end of Jrvan/nuktiv/mka; and in Sankarananda’s 
Brha-aranya-drp/ka.
130 In the first ten years, from 1346 to 1356, the income from the villages at SrhgerT amounted to 
between 250 and 360 gacfyanas (=610 g.). During Vidyaranya’s stay at SrhgerT, income was between 
1419 and 1871 gacfyanas (Kulke 1985:133).
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inscription of 1380, BharatTtTrtha is praised for defeating Bhatta (Kumariia), but here also 

no mention is made of Sankara (Kulke 1985:134), who, as recalled, defeated Kumariia in 

debate in the hagiographies. Shastry (1982:7) also comments on the Sn Purusottama 

B haratf Gar/ta, the manuscript of which is to be found in the archives of SrhgerT. 

Composed by “Visnu”, and belonging to the fifteenth century, the first three chapters give 

an account of the aca/ya-s of SrhgerT, from VidyaSankara to CandrasekharabharatT II, 

and the other nine chapters deal with PurusottamabharatT, until his assumption of the 

pontificate at Hampe, and his taking over the administration of the SrhgerT matha. Here 

also, remarkably, no mention is made of Sankara.

It was suggested in Chapter 5 that Sankara was relatively unknown during his life

time, and probably for several centuries after, as there is no mention of him in Buddhist or 

Jaina sources for some centuries; nor is he mentioned by other important philosophers of 

the ninth and tenth centuries, notably the Nyaya-Vaisesikas, sa/va adherents of a 

philosophy favoured, as we have seen, by the Kalamukha ra ja -guru  Potter (Vol. 1, 

1977:15) remarks that even the adva/ta system scarcely receives any mention by Nyaya- 

Vaisesikas until the time of SrTharsa (61075-1125), who critiques Nyaya and espouses 

Vedanta.

Our brief survey of the inscriptional evidence from SrhgerT and KancT also reveals 

no trace of the name of Sankara, even in the fourteenth century, after the founding of the 

SrhgerT matha. It has been argued that Sankara’s religious orientation was distinctly 

va/snava. However, the prime religious orientation of the early Sangamas, their ra j'a- 

gt/ru -s , and the early adva/ta pontiffs, was distinctly da/va. We have seen that VidyatTrtha, 

the first pontiff claimed by SrhgerT to have any genuine inscriptional reference, is also 

referred to as a Mahesvara, a sect which, as we have seen, was commented on by 

Sankara with particular condemnation.

If we examine the works of Sankara’s immediate disciples it is also apparent, as 

first observed by Hacker (1995:38), that they and nearly all the early adva/ta 

philosophers up to the tenth century were va/snava, “in a restricted sense of the word”. 

This is apparent from from the introductory invocations {m ahga/acarand} to the available 

works of Sankara’s disciples.

Totaka begins his Srut/sarasamuddharanam  with an invocation to Hari; Vyasa is

also mentioned.131 The other references in the text that might provide a specific clue to

Totaka's religious orientation are in verse 85, where he refers to SrT Rama; verse 148, 
131 See Comans (trans., 1996). The only other work attributed to Totaka is the Totakastaka (Rajagopala 
Sastri 1968:63).



172
where he refers to Hari (of the Bhagavad-Grtd) as the teacher of all teachers; and the 

final verse, v. 179, where bows down to Lord Visnu. Totaka makes no reference 

anywhere to Siva, and is particularly critical of the Samkhya, Nyaya and Vaisesika 

systems.132

Suresvara also offers obeisance to Visnu in the first verse of his 

Na/skarm yasfddhf'33 and refers to omniscient Hari at IV. 64; at IV. 76 he states that 

“Sankara obtained through the power of his yoga the knowledge which reveals the 

abode of Visnu and which destroys the entire world of bondage”.

The Pahcapad/ka, the work of Padmapada134—another of Sankara’s 

disciples—begins with three invokations.135 The first is to the eternal brahm an ; the 

second is to Badarayana (author of the VedantasutrdBrahm asdtrd}\ the third is to his 

teacher Sankara, who is described as being without the “enjoyment” of a family, or Uma, 

without v/bhut/̂ h^ sacred ashes worn by sa/va-s), of mild nature (unlike the ugra, ‘fierce’ 

form of Siva), and without Vinayaka (i.e. Ganapati). This description of Sankara by one of 

his chief disciples seems to be overtly distinguishing the venerable teacher from any 

explicit connection with Siva or sa/va-s. This might be contrasted with a description of, 

for example, SadasivasarasvatT, pontiff of the KaftcT matha, who was referred to in an 

inscription of 1527 as an incarnation of Siva, wearing holy ash and rudraksa-m a/a. 

There is little in the Pahcapad/ka to indicate Padmapada’s religious orientation. 

However, at one point, when discussing brahm an (I.3.49)136 Padmapada refers to the 

(transient) bliss of Hiranyagarbhaloka (the abode of Krsna), and then quotes from the 

BhagavadG/ta. At Pahcapad/ka 11.5.12, Padmapada refers to the sentient Hiranyagarbha 

(the ‘Lord’ who is also subject to transmigration), beyond whom lies brahm an No 

genuine works are available for Hastamalaka, Sankara’s fourth disciple.137

Sarvajnatman, author of the SahksepasarTraka, was a pupil of SureSvara. In the 

introductory invocation he invokes Visnu,138 and then, having saluted Vyasa, SrT Sankara 

and SrT Suresvara (w. 6--8), states that the obstacles [to writing the treatise] have been

removed by “my preceptor’s contemplation on Lord Narayana” (v. 10). Interestingly, as
132 See, for example, w . 140-141.
133 See Balasubramanian (trans., 1988).
134 This is his only known authentic work (Potter 1981, Vol. 3:563).
133 See Padmapada, Pancapad/ka (text in edition of Vedakavivamsam T.R, Srinivasan; trans. in edition 
by Venkataramiah).
136 Venkata ram iah’s edition, p. 209.
137 To Hastamalaka is attributed the Hastama/aka£fokah, but this is probably spurious (Potter 1981, 
Vol.3:19). Amongst other important Vedantins, Anandabodha invokes Visnu, while Vimuktatman bows 
to his own self (Hacker 1995:38).
138See Sarvajftatman (Veezhinathan trans., 1972).
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noted by Veezhinathan in his introduction to the text, Sarvajnatman139 is associated with 

the Kamakoti p/tha  at KancT. According to tradition he took sam nyasa directly from 

Sankara, and was nominated successor to the matha, with Suresvara, his preceptor, as 

his protector.

However, is apparent that there is something odd about aspects of the traditional 

account here. As discussed in the previous chapter, in the Saiikarite tradition, the 

Kamakoti p/tha  at KancT is particularly associated with Saivism. This is substantiated in 

other sources also. Appar (seventh century), one of the sixty-three Nayanars, refers to 

sa/va matha-s at KancT (Balambal 1999:32), and makes one of the earliest known 

reference to Kamaksi, the presiding deity of the Kamakoti p/tha, Sambandar, Appar’s 

contemporary, refers to Siva in union with Kamakoti of “Kacci", which refers to Kamaksi of 

KahcT. The da/va hhakta Sun6aramur[\, who lived in the eighth century, also refers to the 

kamakkottam  of KancT (Nagaswamy 1982:204—7). The term kam akot/was used, from the 

eleventh century onwards, to refer to amman shrines,140 but crucially, from the time of 

Appar, kam akotr referred to the consort of Siva. The Kamakoti p/tha, as currently 

constituted, was built during the reign of SrTrangaraya in the late sixteenth century 

(Balambal 1999:39),141 though the present Kamaksi temple may well be at the same site 

visited by Sundarar (Nagaswamy 1982:207). As observed in the previous chapter, it was 

only in 1686 that the name Sankaracarya first appears in inscriptions of the matha,

The earliest inscriptional records of the pontiffs of the KancT matha; dating from 

1290, also clearly show that the pontiffs of the m atha were da/va, Yet the first three 

adva/ta sam nyast-s claimed by the KahcT tradition, namely Sankara, Suresvara and 

Sarvajhatman, are evidently va/snava, In the previous chapter, Hacker’s (1995:38-39) 

suggestion was considered, that the reason behind the rivalry between Sankara and
139 Traditional dates for Sarvajflatman place him in the fourth century BCE, but if he was a disciple of 
Suresvara, he must be placed around the eighth or ninth century.
140 From the thirteenth century onwards, tfbK/- shrines, known as amman shrines, became a prominent 
feature of temple worship in Tamil Nadu. Although from at least the eighth century c/ev,f images in the 
temple were common, separate shrines for the devr as part of the temple complex were rare until the 
thirteenth century. Among the most important devrs were Durga, Jyestha (the fearsome sister of 
LaksmT), and the Sapta-Matfkas. From the eleventh century onwards, the amman shrines were 
invariably called kamakottam or t/rukamakottam in all temples, whence the name of the kamakoti p/tha 
at Kand. Folk goddeses, worshipped most probably since very ancient times at the village level, first 
started gaining prestige in south India in the Coja period (985-1050). Absorbed into the religious 
practice of temple culture, devrs were associated with both Saivism and Vaisnavism. After the eleventh 
century, amman shrines, those devoted to ParvatT or Uma, gradually replaced other, older f7̂ t7”shrines. 
By the fourteenth century, most Siva temples had such a shrine, known as a kamakottam, Devr, with 
many names, also appeared as the consort of Visnu in the main va/snava centres of south India, 
enjoying a universalisation in the company of Puranic deities (Stein 1973:77-80; Nagaswamy 
1982:204-206; Stein 1999:238).
141 ARE 1954—1959: no. 349.
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Mandanami£ra, as portrayed in the hagiographies of Sankara, was most probably that 

Mandanamisra was a sa/va, which would have been in distinction from almost all other 

adva/ta vedant/h-s of the time (when, it should be added, religious affiliation was not a 

trivial affair). This is not to say that political or hagiographical expedience may not 

transcend religious sensibilities.

Regarding the various traditions that were to become subsumed under the 

umbrella of ‘Hindu*—a process that properly began in the early sixteenth century—pre- 

Muslim religious orientation in India was distinctly sectarian and non-universalist. The 

significance of this, in the context of religious identity, will be explored in the following 

chapter. An analysis of a manual on puja  for priests {puja-pad-paddhat!jf, the eleventh- 

century Som asam bhupaddhat/of Somasambhu (probably south Indian), is pertinent in 

this respect. The removal of //nga (internal 'marks’ of a previous religion) was a 

fundamental process in initiation into Saivism; there was no question of ‘equality of 

faiths', as the removal of the //nga removed all the merit that may have been acquired 

while following the previous creed (Stietencron 1995:56-63). As there is considerable 

evidence that Sankara and his immediate disciples were va/snava, there is all the more 

reason to doubt their connection with the early monastic tradition of either SrhgerT or 

KancTpuram.

The monastic traditions that developed at SrhgerT and KancTpuram, as 

represented in the works that we have at our disposal from the hand of the early known 

(as opposed to hagiographically presented) pontiffs, were essentially and distictly 

orthodox. As has been indicated, they were essentially da/va, yet, in accord with 

Brahmanical tradition, sm arta orthodoxy was demonstrated by their acknowledgement of 

the Veda as the ultimate source of knowledge. In this, the adva/ta pontiffs and their strictly 

Brahamanical cohorts were somewhat distinct from the Kalamukhas, Mattamayuras and 

Saiva-Siddhantins who had been so influential and powerful in previous centuries.142 

These sects, while accepting the Veda, as we have seen, laid prime emphasis on the 

Agama. They did not deny the authority of other texts to other traditions: simply, religious 

traditions were hierarchised, and within their own orders, Agamic Saivism was at the 

apex. After the fourteenth century the influence and estates of the Kalamukha and 

Mattamayura orders significantly declined, their role to a significant extent being eclipsed 

by the new and heavily patronised sm arta adva/ta matha-s.

 The sm arta tradition, centred on SrhgerT, may have also been competing with SrT-
142 It may be noted that the daiva sects under discussion were also significantly inflenced by Tantra (see 
Lorenzen 1991:3-7).
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Vaisnavism. Suryanaran Sastri (1930:42, 74) remarks that under the Colas Vaisnavism 

had found little favour, but that there is evidence that the influence of Ramanuja’s 

movement, open to all castes,143 engendered a new aggression by va/snava-s against 

^ / i ^ s . 144Haradatta (d,1119), for example, was forced to defend his da/va teachings in 

public, seated on a red-hot tripod, and wrote the Har/-hara-taratam ya, which Sastri 

(1930:74) describes as “a monument of sectarianism, such as could have been called 

forth only by the intolerant spirit of a religion on the upward and onward march".

It was noted in the previous chapter that one of the most important philosophers of 

the early mediaeval period was the da/va adva/t/nSrTkantha, a Kalamukha (also referred 

to as a Saiva-Siddhantin) who most probably lived in the early twelfth century. He is 

mentioned in a Vijayanagara inscription (UVAT 1985:80-83) as a teacher of Bhoganatha 

(minister to Sangama II), and as a form of Pasupati who expounds a new Mahe^vara 

doctrine (w. 12-13). SrTkantha argued for the authority both of the Veda (including the 

Upan/sadd) and the da/va Agama-s, and his role in attempting to harmonise the two 

traditions has been compared with a parallel task undertaken by Ramanuja—around the 

same time as SrTkantha—to harmonise Paficaratra Agam a with the Veda 

(Suryanarayana Sastri 1930:11). A crucial difference, of course, is that while the six-fold 

path of the da/va Agama-s is open to all varna-s, the Veda is only for the ears of the 

twice-born. The sa/va-orientated adva/ta of SrTkantha may be understood as the bridge 

between the more Tantric Kalamukhas and the orthodox sm arta da/va tradition that 

developed at the adva/ta matha-s sponsored by the Vijayanagaras. It is perhaps partly in 

response to the situation outlined above that the early hagiographers found Sankara’s 

orthodox Vedic position146 and philosophical erudition so suitable for elaboration into a 

d/gv/Jaya. Sankara’s orthodox position would, of course, have been fully acceptable to 

Brahmans.

We now, finally, turn to the tradition that Sankara inaugurated both sm arta and 

dev/ worship at SrhgerT. The predominant practice of the SrhgerT m atha is smarta,146 

being the Brahman tradition of the worship of five deities, pahcayatana-pu/a, namely 

Aditya (Surya), Ambika (DevT), Visnu, Ganesa and Siva. At SrhgerT a sixth deity, Kumara

(Skanda, Subrahmanya, Murugan), is also worshipped. Smarta adherents have as tsta-
143 For the role, status and social mobility of dudra-s in the early Sff-Vaisnava movement, see Stein 
(1968).
144 The reformist zeal of Ramanuja may have contributed to the rivalry there between da/va-s and 
va/snava-s for royal patronage (Champakalakshmi 1996:397-398).
145 For Sankara’s relationship to Vedic orthodoxy, see Rambachan (1991).
148 See Venkataraman (1959:136-165) for details of temples, shrines and worship at Smgeff. See 
Dazey (1993:158-160) for the daily routine of the Sahkaracarya, and the festivals celebrated.
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davata either Siva or Visnu.147 Sankara is credited by tradition with the initiation of smarta 

worship148 at SrhgerT (Sawai 1992:23), yet our previous analysis of his religious 

orientation revealed his ranking of davf and Ganapati worship as of the lowest order 

(alongside bhdta-s), and his distaste for Siva, making it highly improbable that he 

initiated this form of da kti worship at SrhgerT—as projected by his hagiographers—or 

instituted sm arta worship. It seems that his association with devf worship was as a result 

of his projection by his hagiographers as a sa/va, with the complementary sakt/worsh\p 

inherent to sa/va traditions, particular in such sects as the Kalamukhas.

The adva/ta matha-s of SrngerT and KahcT have presiding devFs, Sarada and 

KamaksT respectively. DevT worship has been, and continues to be, an integral feature of 

the worship of the matha-s since the latter part of the fourteenth century, when the matha- 

s began to receive Vijayanagara patronage. According to tradition, Sankara installed SrT 

Sarada devf at SrhgerT, and a great festival in her name is performed in January to 

celebrate the anniversary of Sankara’s inauguration of her worship at the SrhgerT matha 

(also known as SrT Sarada p/Jhd). Sarada is worshipped daily and also during the festival 

of NavaratrT (Sawai 1992:73). However, although Sarada is associated with both 

Dvaraka and SrhgerT, and while there is evidence of the worship of Durga and LaksmT in 

Vijayanagara (Filliozat 1985:313), there is no mention of Sarada devf in any 

Vijayanagara inscription, the main devf found in records being Pampa (consort of 

Virupaksa). The most important festival for the Vijayanagara rulers was mahanavam/, 

celebrated in honour of Durga, and also LaksmT and SarasvatT; on the ninth and final 

day, several thousands of buffaloes, sheep and goats were sacrificed before the raya-s 

and nobles (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:131). Considering the evidence presented above, It 

seems that the devfs became incorporated into the tempie rites of the matha-s during the 

early period of Vijayanagara involvement with the adva/ta matha-s—several centuries 

after the time of Sankara—but that the dev/ at SrhgerT was not Sarada at that time.

As we have seen, the earliest of Sankara’s hagiographies was most probably 

written during the Vijayanagara period. The connection of Sankara to either KancT or

147 The two sectarian traditions are outwardly distinguished by, usually, either three horizontal lines of 
v/bhut/on the forehead {tr/pnndrd), for da/vas; or by three vertical marks (u/dhvapundrdi, usually of 
sandal-paste (candah), for va/snava-s. In south India, smartas generally follow the adva/ta tradition 
represented at SrhgerT, or the dva/ta tradition represented by Madhva. There are at least twelve 
divisions amongst smartas, four of them being Vadagalai, and six of them being Tengalai, the two main 
divisions of SrT-Va is navis m (Nilakanta Sastri 1992:113). Smarta practice in Karnataka, in general, has 
long been to apply the tr/pundra\ but the followers of Madhva apply a distinguishing single vertical line 
(Zydenbos 2001:120). Most varieties of sectarian markings usually also include a red round dot (aksata) 
between the eyebrows, which represents daktt.
14SFor details of smarta worship, see Buhnemann (1988).
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SrhgerT in the earlier of the hagiographies precisely fits the region where the 

Vijayanagaras were operating, endowments being made to both m atha-s, particularly 

SrhgerT. Vijayanagara being the centre of what might be called ‘Hindu India' at the time, 

the earlier hagiographers would have had no reason to write of adva/ta matha-s in 

places still occupied by Muslim regimes to the north. It was previously explained that the 

legend of the four matha-s was a feature only of the later hagiographies. The G/dv/'fasa- 

Sahkarav/Jaya-v//asa was probably written in the sixteenth century, and here for the first 

time are disciples dispached to the four quarters of India. The names of all four matha-s 

do not appear until later still (perhaps around 1650), after the fall of the Vijayanagara 

empire and the conversion of the later rulers to Vaisnavism.

It appears that hagiographers in the service of the Vijayanagara rulers wrote the 

earliest hagiographies of Sankara, projecting him in the image of their sponsors as an 

incarnation of Siva149 (who also performs davF worship). The two southern matha-s were 

written into the hagiographies to enhance their status as resorts of Sankara, the saviour 

of the Vedic tradition. This has created the legacy of a continuing dispute, resting on the 

irony that Sankara probably founded neither m atha

Several conclusions may be drawn concerning the development of the 

hagiography of Sankara, and the final attribution to him of the founding of an order of 

renunciates and four matha-s.

1) Sankara’s connection with SrngerT and KancT was established some time after 

the founding of any adva/ta matha in either of those places; this connection was perhaps 

first made in the fourteenth or fifteenth century in the earlier hagiographies which, as we 

have seen, contain no reference to his establishing any matha. The Sahkarav/jaya of 

Anantanandagiri, perhaps the earliest of the hagiographies, dated perhaps to post- 

fourteenth century (Bader 2000:24), and associated with KahcT, is unique amongst the 

hagiographies in that it contains no reference to the four disciples of Sankara, instead 

providing an account of twelve disciples who accompanied Sankara when he went to 

see his guru (Bader 2000:258-259).

2) The next stage in the elaboration of Sankara’s hagiography was to attribute to 

him four main disciples and the founding of a m atha in either KancT or SrhgerT 

(depending which stream of hagiography is referred to).

3) The third stage of hagiographic projection is to attribute to Sankara the founding

14flHacker (1995:29) also believes that Sankara was transformed into a da/vafolk-hero in a reconstruction 
of Hinduism—in the face of Muslim aggression—by his hagiographers, but wrongly attributes the project 
to Vidyaranya (assisted by Sayana).
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of four matha-s in the four quarters of India under four disciples. This stage, I believe, 

most probably coincides with the production of the mathamnaya-s, which both affirmed 

Sankara’s conquest of the four quarters, and also integrated into that picture Sankara’s 

founding of an order of ascetics, many lineages of which, up until the time of the 

dissemination of the integrated picture, had no connection to the orthodox traditions 

represented by the adva/ta matha-s. Many prominent Vedantins bear one or another of 

the ten names of the DasanamT family. There are the first preceptors of SrngerT: 

BharatTtTrtha, VidyatTrtha, and Vidyaranya.150 Madhva (the dualist) was initiated under the 

name Purnaprajna, was named AnandatTrtha when he was an aca/ya, and later still, 

Madhva. The three important scholars (m un/trayant) within the early Madhva Vedanta 

tradition were Madhva, JayatTrtha (1365-1388) (who codified Madhva’s doctrines), and 

VyasatTrtha (1460-1539) (Sarma (2003:17).

Several of the prominent Vedantins of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries bore 

the name SarasvatT, including Sadananda YogendrasarasvatT (Sadananda),151 who wrote 

the Vedantasara, on which a commentary, X\\sSuhodh/m~ was written by his grand- 

disciple, NrsimhasarasvatT of Banaras, in 1588 (Nikhilananda 1978:xii).152 Other 

important Vedantins of this period were BrahmanandasarasvatT, author of the 

Brahmanandfyam, and MadhusudanasarasvatT—the author of the Adva/tas/ddhF-an 

adva/t/nbut also a devotee of Krsna (see Nelson 1998).153 Jagannathasrama was a great 

teacher of south India, living in the latter half of the fifteenth century. His pupil, 

Nfsimhasrama, became one of the most reputed teachers of Vedanta in the early half of 

the sixteenth century (Dasgupta Vol.II, 1975:53-55).154

Unravelling lineages in terms of orders is inherently complex, given that orders

may flourish or decline, that many people of historical importance bear the same name,

and that lineages may bifurcate into orders with different religious or philosophical

150The name Aranya is currently an unusual DaSanamT name. As has been observed by Gerald Larson,
although Samkhya doctrine permeates Indian philosophy generally, followers of Samkhya are praoticaliy 
non-existent. Larson found but one Samkhya matha, near Banaras. However, there is a lineage of 
Sarpkyans—named Aranya—at the Kapil matha at Madhupur in Bihar, which was founded in 1938 by 
SvamT Hariharanandaranya, who is said to have revived Samkhya (see Dharmamegha Aranya 1989). 
iai His guru was AdvayanandasarasvatT. There appear to have been two individuals named Sadananda 
who are occasionally confused (Ramachandran 1968:206), on© being the author of the Vedanta-sara, 
the other being the author of the Adva/ta-brahmas/ddhf.
152 See also Hiriyanna (1929:17); Haramohan Mishra (1983:v).
153Madhusudana was a pupil of Vi§ve§var(ananda)sarasvatT (pupil of Sarvajfia Vi£e§a, and pupil’s pupil 
of GovindasarasvatT) (Dasgupta Vol II, 1975:55). Besides the Adva/tastddh/ to Madhusudana are 
attributed the S/ddhantab/ndu, Vedantaka/pa/a-t/ka and Advafta-ratna-raksana (Rajagopalan 
1968:255).
154 Some of the foremost Vedanta writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries flourished in a 
Vedantic circle, directly or indirectly under the influence of Nrsimha§rama and Appaya DTksita.
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positions. While these adva/ta Vedant/n-s are unquestionably in what might be called the 

philosophical param para of Sankara, citing his arguments and works, this, I would 

suggest, is quite different from maintaining that these authors believed—whether they did 

or not—that they were of a samnyasT order begun by Sankara, moreover a family also 

comprising militant Giris, Purls and BharatTs.

The social, religious and political processes that may have been behind the 

integration of diverse lineages into an orthodox order is the central issue addressed in 

the following chapter.



CHAPTER 7: M G A-S, SOFIS AND PARALLEL RELIGIOUS IDENTITIES
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Examined in the previous chapter was the claim that Sankara founded matha-sx in 

particularly the KancTpuram and SrhgerT matha-s. There appears to be no evidence to 

substantiate this claim, or the tradition that he founded an order of ascetics. It was also 

shown that the guru-param para-s of the matha-s are quite unreliable, and that the 

earliest that an adva/ta tradition can be discerned at the matha-s is 1155 at Kudali, 

1290 at KancTpuram, and 1346 at (Tunga) SrhgerT. Evidence for the foundation of the 

other matha-s, namely at Dvaraka, Puff, and Badaffnath, is even more elusive, and firm 

records do not go back more than a few hundred years. If Sankara did not found the 

DasanamTs, then what is needed is some kind of explanation of when and why the order 

might have come into existence as a recognisable entity.

In this chapter, the context for the formation of the Da§anamTs as a distinct order 

will be explored, the central hypothesis being that the DasanamT order formed in 

response to religious and political developments, some time in the late sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The formation of an order essentially integrated two sets of 

disparate and previously unconnected lineages pertaining to the naga and monastic 

traditions. It is suggested that around the time of the formation of the akhada-s of the 

DasasnamTs, a DasanamT identity was created—encapsulated in the all-india purview of 

the Mathanmaya-s—integrating monastic and military sam nyasfs, and enhancing the 

legitimacy of both sets of lineages, the instigation of which were attributed to Sankara. As 

indicated in Chapter 2, of the thirteen militant akhada-s currently functioning in India, the 

six non-DasanamT akhada-s1 are believed to have formed in this period, and it seems 

most probable that the DasanamT akhada-s also formed around the same time, 

notwithstanding claims to greater antiquity.

7.1 The formation of militant ascetic orders

As early as the eighth century, Pasupata ascetics were armed by guilds to protect trade 

(Davidson 2002:80).2 Lorenzen (1978) provides other examples of Indian fighting 

ascetics in the early mediaeval period. In a frequently cited reference to fighting ascetics
1 The three BairagT (RamanandT) akhada-s, and the three Sikh-affiliated akhada-s (the Nirmaia and two 
Udasin akhada-s).
2 In the eleventh century, King Harsa (Harsadeva) (r. 1089-1101), short of funds, raided temples for 
icons he could melt down. He employed groups of naked ascetics, who defiled the temples with spittle 
and excrement. Basham (1951:206) believes they may have been AjTvikas.
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in the KabTra-Bi/aka (Abhilash Das 1997:56-57 [R am ainf 69]), most probably written in 

the mid-sixteenth century, scorn is poured on yogFs, s/ddba-s, m abants and ascetics 

who resort to arms, keep women and collect property and ‘taxes’.3 Besides the Madari 

fak/Fs, (see below) the first groups of mercenary ascetics to be in any way organised 

appear to have been the Naths4 (Orr 1940:6) and the SamnyasTs. Perhaps the earliest 

recorded confrontation between ascetic fighters is that recorded in Abu-l-FazPs Akbar- 

nama (1972:422-424)5 when rival groups of SamnyasTs and ‘JogTs’ (Naths) clashed, 

watched by Akbar, in the late sixteenth century.6 Other organised militant orders, such as

3This particular section of the B/jaka appears to have been written not only after the time of KabTr, but 
also some time after the battle of Panipat in 1526, as firearms are referred to; firearms were used for the 
first time on a large scale on Indian soil during this battle (Lorenzen 1978:61). Lorenzen (1992:9-12) 
dates KabTr to between the mid-fifteenth century and £1525.
4 The N aths/^/i^^-s—supposedly organised by Gorakhnath, most probably in the thirteenth century 
(see White 1996:93-100)—were hatha-yogfs, wonder-workers, power-brokers and mercenaries who 
played a significant role in political and military intrigues during the seventeenth, eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, particularly in Rajasthan, Nath-YogTs maintained a stronghold at the gorge at 
Galta (near Jaipur) until usurped by militant vaisnava-s in the sixteenth century (Orr 1940:8). The state 
of Jodhpur (and the wider area of Marwar) was heavily influenced by the Naths in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, particularly in relation to the rise to power of Man Singh, whose guru was Ayas Dev 
Nath (asassinated in 1815). Naths were also an element in the Jodhpur army (see Gold 1996; White 
2001:9-19). In royal chronicles of Rajasthan, Kumaun and Nepal may be found accounts of how 
particular Nath-Siddhas use yogic powers and intrigue to install patrons favourable to them on the 
throne (White 2001:5-6). For a resum§ of the doctrine of the Nath-Siddhas, see Ramana Sastri 
(1956:300-308); Bannerjea (1993; 1998); Vilasnath (1998), ‘Siddhas’ were not only heterdox power 
brokers: the famous eleventh-century writer and Tantric, Abhinavagupta, was also a s/ddha (see Muller 
Ortega 1989:60-61).
3 See Appendix 6.
6 In his Memoirs, Jahangir (r. 1605-1628) reports not less than two or three thousand people attending 
contests at arenas for athletes or pugilists, at places such as Agra and Lahore. However, it is not known 
what proportion of them were in the hands of sects like the DadupanthTs or Gosains (Kolff 1990:28).
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the early Sikh kha /sa j the Udasin and Nirmala orders,8 DadupanthT,9 RamanandTT 

(BairagT),10 NimbarkT and RadhavallabhT naga-s,11 all formed between the time of Akbar 

and the eighteenth century, with a substantial recruitment of low-caste sudra-s into Sikh, 

RamanandT and DasanamT akhada-s (Pinch 1996:26-27).

Even though there had been sporadic attacks on samnyasFs by Moslems—such

as the massacre of a large number of devotees at Haridvar by Timur in 1398 (Nevili

1921:254)— it seems that the formation of the samnyasFakhada-s was not primarily in

response to Muslim harassment. Many follow Farquhar (1925b:483), who believes that

MadhusudanasarasvatT (1540-1647), the well-known Vedantist philosopher,

approached Emperor Akbar (1542-1605) to seek advice on the protection of the order to

which he belonged from harassment by armed Moslem fakTr-s. He was advised by his

trusted Raja Birbal, who was present, to initiate a large number of non-Brahmans. Thus

were many ksatr/ya and va/'sya-s—and, says Farquhar, “multitudes of sudra-s at a later
/ According to the Sikh tradition, the kha/sa (‘brotherhood’) was founded in 1699 by Guru Gobind Singh, 
the tenth guru in descent from Nanak, the founder of the order. However, it appears that the kha/sa 
formed gradually from bands of roving warriors, during most of the eighteenth century, as an element in 
the expansion of Punjabi Jats, and the consequent reaction of the Mughals (McLeod 1976:1-19; 51). 
The Nihahgs, soldier ascetics (also referred to as Akalis), a subdivision within the kha/sa, were formed, 
according to tradition, in 1690, by Man Singh (see Farquhar 1925a;340).
8 The Udasin order was founded, according to tradition, by SrT Cand, during the seventeenth century, as 
was the other Sikh-related akhada, the Nirmala (see Singh 1951:64; Ahuja 1994; Oberoi 
1997:124—127). However, the Sikh orders are more accurately understood as a continuation, within a 
new community, of an already extant ascetic tradition with significant correspondences with the Naths, 
including particular respect for ha/ha-ycga practices, and a reverence for the dhuan {*=dhunr) (McLeod 
1980:35 fn. 2, 103, 203). The three militant, ascetic, Sikh-related orders are the Nihang, UdasTn and 
Nirmala. See also Appendix 5.
9Towards the end of Akbar’s reign, Dadu (d. 1604), a cotton-cleaner from Ahmadabad, organised a new 
sect of Rama devotees, the Dadu pant/?, which comprises v/raktas (ascetics), v/staradhann-s 
(householders), and nagas (khak/~[ash-c\atf\ v/raktas). The Dadu panth naga-s had a prominent role in 
the armies of some princes, notably in Jodhpur, and still retain a small akhada that bathes with the 
Nirmohi an/~a\ Kumbha Melas. The DadupanthTs claim that their naga-s are descended from Sundardas, 
a disciple of Dadu, and thus from the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. Although the 
genealogy of the DadupanthT nagas may possibly have begun around the mid-seventeenth century at 
the earliest, firm records are only available from the second half of the eighteenth century; they were 
officially constituted in 1756 (Thiel-Horstmann 1991:257, 268-269). According to Orr (1940:15) the 
DadupanthTs first fought alongside the RamanandTs, and then set up their own akhada
10 The va/snava RamanandTs appear to have constituted their military branches between approximately 
1650 and 1720 (Ghurye 1964:177; [Thiel-] Horstmann 2001). According to RamanandT tradition, the 
decision to arm va/snava ascetics was taken at the meeting of the catuh sampradaya at Galta (near 
Jaipur), in 1713 (Burghart 1978b). However, RamanandTs were already armed and organised by 1693 
(see below).
11 According to Orr (1940:10-17), the RadhavallabhTs joined ranks with the NimbarkTs, while armed 
VisnusvamT militants entered the service of Raja Bijay Singh of Jodhpur as mercenaries in 1779, as one 
of sixteen fighting akhada-s (seven akhada-s were RamanandT; seven NimbarkT; one Madhva; one 
VisnusvamT). SamnyasTs and VisnusvamTs continued to serve the Jodhpur state for nearly a century, 
until they were finally disbanded by Maharaja Jasvant Singh, in 1875. Up to the early twentieth century, 
the Jaipur state maintained a force of 5,500 nagas, comprising mostly DadupanthTs, but also NTmavats 
(NimbarkTs) and RadhavallabhTs. SarnnyasTs, DadupanthTs and VisnusvamTs were stili employed in the 
Bundi and Kota states until 1915.
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date”—admitted into the order. It is said that half the BharatTs refused to accept this and 

went to SrhgerT to remain 'pure1, thus making three-and-one-half lineages ‘pure’. The 

recruitment of naga-s into fighting units appears to have taken place around the time of 

Akbar’s reign, although it is unlikely to have been a specific response to harassment by 

militant SufTs.12 Farquhar’s conclusion was based on anecdotal evidence, and the 

historical evidence (see Appendix 6) indicates that the main conflicts of the period were 

between sects of Hindu renunciates— more specifically between va/snava BhairagTs and 

sa/va SamnyasTs13 (also known as gosa/n-s)—rather than between sam nyasfs and 

militant Sufi orders (Sikand 1998). A further problem with Farquhar’s thesis is that Akbar 

is recorded witnessing a fight between sam nyasfs and yog fs  (see Al-Badaoni 1986 Vol. 

2:94—95; Abu-I-Fazl 1972:422-424), illustrating that militant Hindu orders were already 

in existence in some form during his reign, but perhaps organised only within the 

previous few decades.14 RamanandT and DadupanthT traditions maintain that their 

military organisation was in response to the aggressive activities of the sam nyasfs, 

However, the evidence indicates that naga military activity flourished under direct state 

patronage,15 and was not primarily religiously sectarian, even though inter-sectarian 

battles did take place at Hindu me/a-s,

The organisation of sam nyasfs and other ascetics into military akhac/as can be 

understood as a relatively seamless transition between the two lifestyles of naga and 

soldier: both require rigorous self-discipline, and an adaptability to harsh conditions. The 

travelling jam at is perfectly adaptable to a military unit, with its command structure,

information network, and proficiency in practical camping and cooking arrangements
12 Although the story of the founding of the akhada-s cannot be confirmed, it seems that 
MadhusudanasarasvatT may have had a connection with Akbar’s court (Halbfass 1983:88).
13 Although a distinct ‘Hindu’ identity seems to have formed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
(see below), significant disputes concerning sectarian Hindu identity persisted well into the nineteenth 
century. In the Kachava kingdom of Amber-Jaipur a major dispute finally erupted in 1864 concerning 
va/snava and affiliation. Under Maharaja Ramsingh II, zealous da/va-s had chased va/snava-s from 
the capital of the kingdom, Jaipur. For many months the wearing of the vertical va/snava t//akhad been 
effectively banned, and only those wearing the horizontal three-line t//akwere to be seen in the streets 
(Cldmentin-Ojha 1999:349).
14 Lorenzen (1978:62-64) believes that the various fighting orders that emerged in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries—in response to social, economic and political change—may be divided into two 
broad groups; those movements concerned with the protection of specific, local, economic and social 
interests; and those involved in popular, sometimes regional, rebellion against central authority. 
However, the categories are not entirely distinct, as different groups operate in both domains. Lorenzen 
categorises the Sikhs, broadly, in the second group, while the DaSanamT nagas, he maintains, formed 
for the protection of non-naga land and monastic property. Though the DaSanamT naga-s may have 
protected monastic property, there are no available historical records of this.
13 For example, in the reign of Aurangzeb (1658-1707), under an imperial decree of 1692-1693, five 
RamanandT commanders were authorised to move freely about the whole empire, with standards and 
kettledrums, and without hindrance, in charge of foot and horse-mounted soldiers (Orr 1940:9; Pinch 
1997:17).
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over wide areas of India. Soldiers, naked and theoretically beyond identifiable caste, are 

os/a-s of a commander, who performs the religious rituals of his sect, thus increasing the 

bond of the unit. In mediaeval India, asceticism, trade and war were by no means 

incompatible (see Kolff 1990:77). Some western commentators have been challenged to 

reconcile the idealised ascetic striving for moksa—referred to in the Introduction—with 

militant sam nyasfs (see Lochtefeld 1994). However, if the practice of tapas(‘asceticism’) 

is considered in its Indian context, epic and Puranic material illustrates how tapas almost 

invariably leads to boons and the acquisition of material powers, and also frequently of 

magical weaponry with which to overcome and kill adversaries.16 The powers of militant, 

ash-covered gosa/n-s are quite reconcilable with thieir mythological counterparts. In the 

construction of an identity for the DasanamTs, the lifestyles and activities of both monastic 

monks and armed, ash-covered gosa/n-s are equally valid within the framework of 

traditional Hinduism.

7.2 The development of SOfT institutions in India

If we consider SufT institutions in India, many aspects of their development seem to 

provide a plausible rationale for a parallel institutionalisation of the DasanamT order. The 

first SufT settlements in India17 date from the eighth century (Siddiqi 1989:14).18 Another 

wave of SufT Shaikhs, who migrated from Khurasan (western Afghanistan/Iran) to Delhi 

during the time of the Delhi sultanate, were distinctly militant, and did not always exhibit 

the pietistic attitude that some writers have extolled; their wrath leading to “the 

discomfiture, misery and often death of those who presumed to oppose [them]’’ (Digby 

1986:60). Between the thirteenth and eighteenth century, Bijapur (also known as the 

BahmanT state) was a SufT stronghold in India. The BahmanT state was a region 

contiguous and frequently at war with Vijayanagara, with which it had considerable

16 Pinoh (1997:12-15) comments on the historical change in attitude towards towards tapas, comparing 
ValmTki’s Ramayana (usually dated to around the first century) wth the Ramcar/tmanas of Tulsidas 
(£.1543—1623), particularly in the Balakanda. In short: ValmTki elevates it, in the traditional way, as 
leading to power; but Tulsidas pours scorn on tapas, prefering bbakti Pinch suggests that this shift in 
attitude is a reflection of the change in the social attitude of the times towards religious ascetics, 
evinced by the activities at the time of armed, marauding gosain-s and fak/r-s. Disdain for this kind of 
lifestyle was also shared by the n/rgunrbhakta KabTr.
"'The first Muslim conquest in the subcontinent was of the Sindh region, in 711/712, by Ibn al-Qasim 
(see Schimmel 1980:3-4),
1flThe first major SufT to settle in the subcontinent was al-Jullabi al-HujwTri (£.1009-1071). Called Data 
Ganj Baksh by his followers, he is the author of the first major treatise on Sufism in Persian, the Kasbf 
afmabjub. His tomb (in Lahore) subsequently became a ‘gateway, visited by all SufTs who migrated to 
the subcontinent (Rizvi 1978:112-113; Schimmel 1982:3).
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structural similarities (Eaton 2002:160-166). At its height in the mid-seventeenth century, 

the Bijapur sultanate was one of the largest and most powerful states in the subcontinent, 

second only to the Mughal empire. The first SufTs to enter the Bijapur plateau arrived in 

the late thirteenth century (Eaton 1972:36^48), and were what might be called 'warrior 

Sufis’, who are virtually indistinguishable in many respects from DasanamT naga-s. The 

first of these warrior SufTs to gain renown was Shaikh SufT Sarmast (d. 1281),19 who, with 

his army of seven hundred g/iazF  s (‘religious soldiers’)—according to his 

hagiography—killed many Hindus and engaged in battle with a Hindu king.20 During a 

crucial fifty-year period, from 1296 to 1347, militant SufTs seem to have been extensively 

involved with Muslim military expansionism in the Deccan. In this period, the SufTs, 

besides providing the Muslim armies with an element of religious legitimacy, may have 

represented the only element of Islamic organisation at the frontiers of expansion, most 

probably centred on khanqah-s (simple monastic dwellings) (Eaton 1972:46).21

SufT Sarmast belonged to no institutional order as such, as he predated any such 

organisation in south Asia, yet, as a SufT, he had been initiated by a pFr (a Muslim 

religious preceptor) enabling him to initiate others. Within the SufT world this system of 

initiation [ba/yty22 and authorative transmission is known as kh/'fafat, and is a direct 

parallel with the guru-para/ppara arrangement that operates within the Hindu domain. 

Integration through the k/v /a fa tsystem is the single most important criterion for being a 

SufT.23 From the fourteenth century onwards, an institutional network of khanqah-s 

became established, based on a sF/sf/a (‘chain’) from a founding pFr [or sha/kh). By the 

mid-fourteenth century, warrior SufTs—who had not been affiliated to any order—had

19 All dates in this and the following sections are given as CE. For the conversion of dates—given in 
many sources according to the Muslim calendar (A.H.)—to other calendars, see Sewell and DTkshit 
(1896:10Sff.).
20 Another warrior SufT, FTr Ma’bari Khandyat, who died in the early fourteenth century, accompanied 
one of the sultan of Delhi’s campaigns in the struggle to gain control of Bijapur. According to Ma’bari’s 
hagiography, he slaughtered many idolatrous local raja-s. He appears also to have accompanied Malik 
Kufur—whom we encountered in the previous chapter (fn. 64)—in 1311, during his military campaigns in 
the south. While Sarmast and Ma’bari are known to have been involved with armies, other SufTs appear 
in Bijapur in the late thirteenth century who are remembered for their military prowess, martyrdom, and 
attacks on Hindus and idolatry. Amongst them are All Pahlavan (a companion of SufT Sarmast), Shaikh 
Shahid, PTr Jumna, andTigh Brahna.
2’ In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, kfianqah-s also functioned as travellers' rest houses (sa/a)}, 
thus facilitating the spread of the fame of saints. There were up to 120 khanqafrs in Delhi, where three 
nights’ stay was possible (Digby 1976).
^The initiation ritual involves the teacher grasping the pupil’s hand (or touching his head), and investing 
the best disciples with a kh/rqa[a garment of, usually, patched wool), Some were also given a licence or 
diploma (called fjaza or kft/'/afat-namdi, authorising them to act as deputies {kha/Tfd), and disseminate 
the principles and practices of their respective orders (see Rizvi 1978:102).
23 For an analysis of the pTr-mund (teacher-disciple) relationship, one of the basic pillars of SufT 
organisation, see Islam (2002:385-396).
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more or less disappeared from the Bijapur area. They were replaced by SufTs who were 

affiliated to one or another of the SufT orders that had developed in the Middle-East, 

notably the Chishti, Qadiri and Shaitan orders.24

One of the first SufTs to become closely associated with the BahmanT court at 

Bijapur was Shaikh Siraj-uddTn Junaidi (d.1380), who assisted with the coronation of the 

new king, Ala-uddTn Hasan, in 1347, and received what was perhaps the first land-grant 

to a Deccani SufT, the village of Korchi, which has since remained in the hands of his 

descendants. Shortly after his coronation the new sultan distributed four hundred pounds 

of gold and a thousand pounds of silver in the name of Nizam-uddTn (-al DTn) Aulia, the 

great Chishti of Delhi. As a consequence, his successor Muhammad Sah BahmanT, was 

able to obtain a declaration of allegiance from virtually all the SufTs of his kingdom 

(Eaton 1972:60-61).

It will be recalled that the first land-grants to SrhgerT were just a year earlier, in 

1346, in somewhat parallel circumstances; namely, patronage of a sa/pnyasnnsXWuWon 

in return for favours presumably rendered. In another parallel with DasanamT institutions, 

the Indian SufT Shaikhs of the fourteenth century and later—following a tradition of some 

of their predecessors in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in Khurasan—were 

considered to have a divinely sanctioned jurisdiction over a specific territory (w f/ayaf)^ 

There were frequent challenges to various claims of jurisdiction and ‘protection’, both 

from within the order and from rival orders (Digby 1986:63-72), one example being the 

cult of Dattatreya,26 one of several Hindu devotional cults that arose in Maharashtra in

this period.27 Tulpule believes (1979:352) that the Dattatreya cult probably arose as a
24 Their occupation of the Deccan was in part as a consequence of Muhammad bin Tughluq’s order of 
1327 that the khanqafT-s of Delhi be vacated. Resident SufT-s were ordered to migrate to the Deccan to 
inhabit the new capital at Daulatabad, as part of a general policy of resettlement. In 1347 many 
Deccanis revolted against the rule of Delhi, and the BahmanT kingdom was established at Gulbarga.
25 Heads of s/s//a-s dispatched their kha/Tfa-s to various provinces, called wMyat. Kha/Tfa-s, in their turn, 
appointed subordinate kfta/Ffa-s for various cities and settlements. Thus a hierarchy of saints came to be 
established in northern India, with the chief saint established at the centre, controlling a network of 
khanqah-s spread over the country. Mediaeval records show numerous instances of such territorial 
distribution (Nizami 1961:175-177). At the beginning of the fourteenth century, Shaikh Nizam al-DTn of 
the Chishti sUsi/awas identified with the well-being and fortune of the city of Delhi, over which the Shaikh 
exercised his ‘governance’, In an account of the late fourteenth century, AmTr Khwurd describes how 
Mu’Tn al-DTn’s m/ayat extended all over India (Digby 1986:72). The notion of ‘divine jurisdiction' is 
perhaps most amply exemplified in the person of Mu’Tn al-DTn Chishti (d.1236), who founded the Chishti 
lineage in India. His tomb in Ajmer became a major centre of pilgrimage, notably after Akbar’s 
pilgrimages on foot there between 1562 and 1575. Today, the festival for the anniversary of the saint is 
the greatest pilgrimage festivals of Muslims in the Indian subcontinent,
26 NrsimhasarasvatT (1378-1458) is regarded as the second avatara of Dattatreya (a deity comprising 
the tr/moa/3rahma, Visnu and Siva), He is the central figure in the history of the cult, and most probably 
its founder (Rigopoulos 1998:111-112).
27 Another example is the Mahanubhava sect, founded by Cakradhar (d.1273), who was the last of a 
series of five human incarnations, called the "Five Kpsrtas” (see Feldhaus and Tulpule 1992).
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reaction against the activity of SufTs, who were exerting a significant influence on the 

traditional religion of Maharashtra.

7.3 Religious identity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

In this section, we turn to the issue of religious identity in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, and how there was an ample context in this period for the development of a 

distinct Hindu sectarian identity for the DaSanamTs. It was observed in Chapter 5.6 that 

the first references to Dasasnam f appear around the middle of the sixteenth century. 

Around the same time, we find the first references to the term ‘Hindu’, as used self- 

reflexively to distinguish ‘Hindu’ from other religious traditions, specifically Islam. As 

noted in the previous chapter, in the earlier part of the first millennium, da/va and 

va/snava were considered as distinct religious traditions, and the term ‘Hindu’ was not 

used by the traditions themselves.

The first use of the term ‘Hindu’ by Hindus was by Vijayanagara regents in 1352. 

This appears to be the first use of the term term ‘Hindu’ in any Indian language source 

(Talbot 2003:90). Devaraya II is described as “the sultan among Hindu kings (h/nduraya- 

sura trand j in inscriptions of 14242Band 1428.29 The term was previously only used by 

Muslims, and it was not until the late thirteenth century that Persian literature written in 

India uses the term ‘Hindu’ as a religious designation. The Vijayanagara use of the term 

appears to have been an appropriation in order to distinguish Indie from Turkish polities, 

and, according to Talbot (2003:90-91), was not used to represent a distinction between 

those of the ‘Hindu religion’ from those of the ‘Islamic religion' .30

The term ‘Hindu’ was first used self-ref lex ively in a religious sense in Bengal 

during the early part of the sixteenth century by VallabhTya and GaudTya va/snava-s, who 

actively proselytized, converting not only among Hindu groups, but also occasionally 

Muslims. ‘The Hindus now start using this foreign term as a device of asserting and 

defining their identity against the foreigners; the fact that they are named, excluded and 

defined as “others” by these foreigners provides them with a new sense of their own 

identity, as well as a new perspective on the otherness of others’’ (Halbfass 1988:192). In 

the seventeenth century the term ‘Hindu’ is also used in Maharashtra where SivajT

28El, Vol. Ill, no. 5, w . 19-20, p. 40.
29El, Vol. XIII, no. 1, w . 10-13, p. 10.
30 However, in the latter inscription (w. 10-13) Devaraya is compared in numerous virtues with Rama, 
son of DaSaratha.
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(1627-1680) led successful campaigns against the Mughal rulers. However, the 

projection in hagiography31 of SivajT as an entirely 'Hindu' ruler, a protector of gods, 

Brahmans and cows, fighting demonic ‘Muslim’ adversaries—such as the Mughal 

captain Udebhan, who sacrificed a pregnant cow before battle and killed his eighteen 

mistresses—is misleading. Indeed, in the army of Afzal Khan (SivajTs chief adversary) 

there were many Hindus; and in SivajTs own army there were many Muslims (Laine 

1999:307). Nevertheless, it is during this period that ‘new’ and distinct religious identities 

emerge. Discussing this issue in the age of SivajT, Laine (1999:315) concludes: “In short, 

the complex diversity of religious belief and practice, which early Muslim arrivals to India 

saw as a multitude of sects and communities, was now a unity, a religion, a cffnF

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, on the one hand there appears to 

have been a tendency towards the establishing of a distinct ‘Hindu’ identity, while on the 

other there was also an apparent tendency—in the consciousness of 

difference—towards religious universalisation, a process that came to successful fruition 

during the following two centuries. The tendency towards religious universalisation is 

readily apparent in the PranamT sect, which was founded in the same period in the 

Jamnagar district of Gujarat. Its first preceptors were Devcand (b. 1581) and Prannath 

(1618-1694).32 Prannath believed in the unity of religions, reflected in the teachings of 

the Bible, Veda, Koran, Jaina scriptures and other holy works, and spent sixteen months 

in Delhi unsuccessfully attempting to dissuade Aurangzeb from what is generally 

perceived as his anti-Hindu policy (Mukharya 1989:113; 1999:122).

During the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries religious identity became a 

significant political issue with new dimensions in many parts of India. Although there had 

been earlier attacks on Hindu temples by Islamic regimes—primarily as demonstrations 

of power at the frontiers of campaigns, rather than being specifically anti-religious (Eaton 

2000)—there was a period of cessation of hostilities from around 1420 onwards. 

However, in the late sixteenth century attacks on Hindu temples recommenced (Talbot 

2003:104—107). By the middle of the seventeenth century, communal relationships 

between landed SufTs and Hindus became increasingly violent in the Deccan, with many

31 Notably, the Stvabharata, commissioned at the time of SivajTs coronation in 1647. The writing of 
historical biographies (carfta-bakhaj) began in Maharashtra with the advent of Maratha rule under SivajT 
(see Wagle 1997:135).
32 Prannath’s mother tongue was Gujarati, but he was well acquainted with Persian, Arabic, Sanskrit, 
Sindhi, Rajasthani and Hindi. He twice made tours of Muslim Arabia, and had an extensive knowledge 
of Islam. All PranamT literature is in Hindi, written in the devanagarf script, and Prannath was the first 
Hindi poet to use the word htndavf (Hindustani), considering it as the ‘national’ as well as a link 
language.
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SufTs participating in various conflicts in the region. Under a far/nan  ('royal decree’) of 

1679, Hindu temples were destroyed, and a tax {jaz/ya f13 on Hindus, that had been 

rescinded by Akbar (r. 1556-1605)34 in 1564/5, was reinstated in 1679 by Aurangzeb 

(r. 1658-1707), who at first desisted from imposing it, partly owing to his allegiance to the 

Rajputs. His reimposition of the tax appears not to have been specifically anti-Hindu, but 

was part of an attempt to rally support from an increasingly orthodox clergy ( u/am af15 

(Chandra 2003:141-142).38 Nevertheless, there is also some evidence that Aurangzeb, 

after his conquest of Bijapur in 1686, contributed to the widening divisions between the 

Muslim and Hindu communities, purging non-orthodox and ‘eclectic’ SufTs (Eaton 

1972:244-246).

Regarding Hindu/Muslim relations, changes in government perceptions and 

policy can be seen in developments within the sultanate of Bijapur. Eaton (1972:99-114) 

discusses the cultural syncretism of the sultanate under Sultan Ibrahim II (1580-1627). 

The sultan, a Sunni Moslem and a Deccani, was a noted scholar, with a considerable 

knowledge of Sanskrit.37 He is hailed as one of the great poets of the age, and actively 

supported various Hindu religious and cultural institutions,38 one of his popular epithets

33The tax has been calculated as amounting to a month’s wages from a tradesman’s income for a year 
(Chandra 2003:142). It was in force until 1713; it was again imposed between 1717 and 1720 ([Thiel-] 
Horstmann 1991:268).
34 Akbar’s son and successor, Jahangir (r. 1605-1628), generally continued—but with important 
exceptions—the liberal policy of his father, permitting Hindu pilgrimage to such places as Haridvar, 
preventing forcible conversion to Islam, and even paying daily allowances to extra-faith converts. Many 
Hindus also held high public office (Sharma 1937-1938:307-315).
35 Bayly (1985:191) believes Aurangzeb’s lilt ’ towards Islam may have been to build up local support 
against the power of Hindu zamffidar-s.
36 During periods of conflict between Mughal and Hindu rulers, up until the eighteenth century, it is 
important to recognise that the political battles were not in any way similar to, for example, the religious 
wars waged in Europe between Protestant and Catholic regimes. By contrast, in India, no Muslim 
enclaves were siezed; populations were not expelled on the basis of religion; there were no forced 
conversions; banks maintained branches in both Hindu and Muslim regions, extending credit regardless 
of religion; and Hindus and Muslims served in respective governments and armies on both sides. (For 
further details, see Gordon 1999.)
37 His dominance in the region can be traced from 1583, when the Shi’a kbutba (the Friday sermon, in 
which the secular ruler’s name was revered and prayed for) was replaced by that of orthodox Sunnism 
(Eaton 1972:100).
38 He composed one of the landmarks of Dakani literature, the K/tab-f A/auras, a treatise on the nine 
sentiments {rasd) of Sanskrit literature, which also discusses the subject of Indian musical raga-s. 
Instead of the usual Muslim invocation, bfsm-u/fab, the book opens with a prayer to Ganapati, Siva, 
ParvatT and Bhairava also feature prominently in the work. It is reported that Ibrahim even had an image 
of SarasvatT brought into the palace for his personal worship. Being infatuated with music, Ibrahim also 
instituted a national music-holiday, /d-tNaums, in which thousands of Hindu musicians participated. He 
issued orders ensuring the rights of pilgrims to perform rituals to the Hindu deity Khanderao (Mallari), 
and supported the upkeep of a Hindu temple at Chinchvad, near Pune (Eaton 1972:111).
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being jagadguru39

The religious eclecticism of Ibrahim II was not shared by his successor, Sultan 

Muhammad Adil Sah (1627-1656), under whom an orthodox Muslim religious 

establishment came to play a heightened religio-political role in Bijapur. Up to a fifth of 

the wealth derived from military conquests went to support Muslim organs of state (Eaton 

1972:115). Muhammad styled himself a m ujah/d (‘wager of //h a d ) and ^ ^ / “ (‘religious 

fighter’) in his campaigns, from 1638 to 1649. Government regulations [Dastura/-Ama/) 

issued under Muhammad, for the first time in the history of Bijapur specifically separated 

the Hindus and Muslims as distinct and unequal communities.40 Reaction to the religious 

eclecticism came not only from government but also from the SufT orders of Bijapur, 

primarily from the newly-arrived Qadiri and Shattaff orders. The reformist SufTs of Bijapur 

were often hostile to Brahmans, Hindu ascetics and yog fs. There are several semi- 

hagiographic accounts of the time that describe various spiritual battles between SufTs 

and Hindu yqg fs  and gosa/n-s; the SufTs, of course, emerging victorious. Even though 

warrior SufTs had been active in India since the thirteenth century, it was only in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that the image of the Islamic holy warrior (ghazh) 

appears in Indo-Muslim writing, an image that was then retroactively attributed to 

numerous individuals of previous centuries (Talbot 2003:107).

During the period under consideration SufTs began to exert considerable influence 

on the administration in Delhi, some gaining very prominent status. Amongst Chishtis, 

Khwaja Muinud Chishti and Shaikh Salim Chishti were virtually made patron saints of the 

Mughais (Chandra (1996:145). The status of Shaikhs was such that they were 

considered to be above some aspects of law (Shackle 1976:162). Already by the 

sixteenth century the Mughal emperors had established extensive bureaucratic 

hierarchies that dispensed royal funds and land to SufT shrines, frequently regulated by 

appointed trustees (Ernst and Lawrence 2002:21). Also, contrary to certain 

preconceptions concerning the nature of Islam, some SufTs of the mediaeval period in the 

subcontinent enjoyed a particular kind of prestige, as they acted as priests at dargah-s

39 Besides support for Hindu institutions, Ibrahim tolerated Shi'a Muslims—though not in his 
employment-^and was the first sovereign to allow Jesuits to establish mission churches in the kingdom. 
He nevertheless wished to be remembered above all as a good Muslim; on his tomb are Arabic couplets 
from the Koran, extolling the piety of Abraham (father of Isaac), who is described as not a Jew, nor a 
Christian, but a Muslim.
40The Muslim population were obliged to attend the Friday prayers, and preachers were instructed not to 
allow any Hindu influences on Islam. Muslims were instructed not to attend festivals such as Holi, Divali 
and Dassera, when taxes on sheep, g/vT and rice were imposed for those attending (Eaton 
1972:117- 118).
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('tombs of departed p/rs'), and also performed rituals as intermediaries between God 

and supernatural forces (Gaborieau 1989).41

Besides the more orthodox SufTs of the da/gabs there were also many m ajzub 

(‘dervish’/Madaff)48 SufTs wandering around. In the Dab/stan (p. 223)— written in the 

mid-seventeenth century—they are compared with SamnyasT-Avadhuts, rubbing 

themselves with ashes, the most “perfect” of them going naked—even in the severe cold 

of Kashmir and Kabul—with black turbans and tangled hair, sometimes clad with iron 

chains, and drinking large quantities of bbang. In terms of life-style and appearance 

there is little to distinguish them from Naths and DasanamT naga-s.43

During the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries arose what has been 

called the “the Nakshbandi reaction”, an orthodox SufT movement against religious 

eclecticism in Mughal India, represented by Akbar, and against ‘unorthodox’ SufT orders 

and practices. This movement roughly parallels events during this phase of Bijapur’s 

history (Eaton 1972:124). The reformist Nakshbandis had spread widely throughout 

Muslim-dominated north India, many obtaining high posts in the civil and military 

administration.44 Many men, not only those with a high degree of traditional Islamic 

learning, but also military adventures and soldiers, abandoned their previous 

occupations and joined the Nakshbandis during the time of Aurangzeb’s rule. Some 

recent immigrants from Central Asia who were military commanders holding high office 

in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries became clients of Nakshbandi 

baba-s, though there seems to be no evidence of proseytizing or conversion of non- 

Muslims (Digby 2001:7-8). The influence of the Nakshbandis may also be seen in the 

pattern of marriages between Nakshbandis and the royal house (Damrel 

2000:180-187).

41 Gaborieau’s study is limited to Nepal, but it seems probable that the situation was similar in north 
India.
42 An order founded by Sah Madar (=Shaikh Badi'u’d-DTn, b.1315) (Rizvi 1993:318).
43 These kinds of SufTs were known by various names in different regions of India, including: Madaris, 
Haydaris, MalamatTs, Torlaks, Babs, Abdals, Jamis, Malangs, Jalalis, and Qalandars. This radical form of 
Sufism is also known as qa/anc/ar. The early QalandarT branches were founded in the Middle-East, 
Turkey, Egypt and Sindh in the thirteenth century (Schimmel 1983:335; Rizvi 1993:301-321; Ernst and 
Lawrence 2002:21-22), Radical SufTs were noted for being quarrelsome and sometimes violent, giving 
rise to anxiety when they stayed in khanqabs in India. Yet their spiritual powers were feared and 
respected (Digby 1976: 172). For a graphic account of some of the radical practices of a sect of fakTr-s 
in Hyderabad, the RufayTs, descended from Sayed Ahmad KabTr RafaT (d.1160), see Hunt (1934).
44The Nakshbandi order derives its name from Baha'uddTn Naqshband (d.1390), who came from central
Asia. His most successful successor was ‘Abdu'l-Khaliq Ghijduwani, who taught ‘the way of the Khojas
(teachers)', tanqa-yf Khwa/agan, and established connections with trade guilds and merchants. Under
Khwaja Ahrar, Nakshbandis came to dominate central Asia, establishing a firm footing in India at the
end of Akbar’s reign, shortly before 1600 (Schimmel 1983:364-367).



192
One of the most famous of the orthodox reformers was a Sunni Muslim, Shaikh 

Ahmad Faruki of SirhindT (1563-1624),45 who was a Nakshbandi. He disliked Shi’a 

Islam, and attempted to reform ail orders.46 SirhindT rose to become governor of the 

province of Bihar, and oversaw a network of up to 1,600 khu/afa/kha/Ffa-s (Rizvi 

1993:226; 293) that, according to JahangTr, was active in every town of the empire.47 

Both the more conservative SirhindT, a Nakshbandi, and his more eclectic and ‘Nath 

yogic’ Chishti predecessor, Abd al-Quddus GangohT (d.1537), agreed on the principle of 

prohibiting kaf/r-s from government service, except in minor posts. SirhindT went further, 

however, wishing to reimpose a tax on non-Muslims, and attempting to prohibit Muslim 

dress for non-Muslims.46

The assertion of a distinct Muslim identity on the part of the political elite also 

roughly coincided with the heightened importance of the institutions of SufT pFr-s. From 

around the mid-seventeenth century, the khanqafrs of the Bijapur region, which were 

previously occupied by the early migrant pFr-s, were replaced by dargafrs, which 

sometimes included a courtyard, a small mosque and the graveyard of the pTr-s 

descendants. Spiritual power ceased being transmitted from one pFrXo another, and 

began to be transmitted from the pTr to the dargah where he was buried (Eaton 

1972:210-213; Lapidus 1988:460). Also, whereas previously the pFr holding the office of 

ka/Ffa (orsaj/ada-nfdFn ‘one who sits on the prayer carpet’) had been succeeded by 

initiated disciples (murfds), the criterion for succession changed, and it passed to a 

hereditary heir and his family, pFrzada-s ('sons of the pFr')} who enjoyed—and still 

enjoy—the social prestige inherent in being descendants of an illustrious predecessor. 

The dargafrs became dynamic social institutions centred on the personality cult of the 

departed pFr and his descendants.

Although for many centuries the devotion of a pFr to his deceased teacher

(Shaikh) had been frequently expressed by pilgrimage to his tomb—a local pilgrimage
45 SirhindT—also known as 'Mujaddid' (‘saviour’) Atf i-Sani—traced his descent from Caliph ‘Umar, and 
believed that he and three of his successors (beginning with his son, Muhammad Ma'sum) were the 
highest representatives of God [qayyufiti, directly elected to reform Islam (Schimmel 1983:369; Rizvi 
1993:202ft.).
46 The nature of the ‘Nakshbandi reaction’ has been questioned by Damrei (2000), who argues that 
SirhindT’s reform programme was essentially his own personal agenda, rather than being rooted, as 
many scholars have maintained, in Nakshbandi tradition. SirhindT was imprisoned but was eventually 
released, after which he inititated Sah Jahan (Haq 1935:17ff.). Although primarily a Chishti, SirhindT was 
also initiated into the Qadiri (and maybe also the Suhrawardi) order, and then, finally, into the 
Nakshbandi order. SirhindT traced his line of allegiance to the Prophet through twenty-one 
Naqshbandis, twenty-five Qadiris and twenty-seven Chishtis. He maintained Chishti ties even after he 
became a Nakshbandi (Damrei 2000:182).
47 On the relationship between SirhindT and JahangTr, see also Sharma (1937-1938:312-313).
48 See Rizvi (1993:215-329) for a comprehensive account of SirhindT.
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that in some instances was considered a Great h a y (Shackle 1976:162-163)—Sufism 

changed from being a discipline for a small elite, to becoming a movement of popular 

devotional ism, many dargah-s becoming general places of pilgrimage. Although the pFr-s 

of some khanqah-s had acted as spiritual preceptors to sultans, ties between pFr-s and 

sultans remained largely informal. However, a significant development in the late 

seventeenth century was that many pFrzada-s entered into formal association with the 

state, and permanent land-grants (/natri) were issued, which were substantially 

augmented up to the beginning of the eighteenth century by subsequent sultans, 

including Aurangzeb. The land-grants, enshrined within the Dastur-af-Am a/, established 

a new relationship between the state and SufT institutions, whch began enjoying power 

and prestige within the state in a new and significant way, as the “Brahmans of Islam” 

(Eaton 1972:212-221, 247). The influence of SufTs may be gauged from the fact that 

there was more Persian SufT hagiographical literature produced in India than in all of 

Persia and Central Asia combined (Ernst and Lawrence 2002:48).49

SufT instutions were clearly very influential on the Muslim state during the period 

under consideration, and it is interesting to consider a parallel in the structures of the SufT 

and DasanamT schemes of their respective orders. During the middle ages it was very 

common for SufTs to trace their lineage to the four Caliphs, and thence to the prophet 

Muhammad. Hagiographers also retrospectively assigned such lineages to famous 

SufTs, such as Jalal al-DTn RumT (1207-1273), author of the MathnavF. In the A/-Jaw ah/r- 

u / Mud/yya of Shaikh Muhyiddin Abdul Kadir (d. 1373), and other works, RumT was 

attached to the lineage from Abu Bakr’s family. However, this is contradicted by 

epigraphic and other evidence (Guven 1991:24—27). The MaulawT sect of SufTs, who 

descend from RumT, thus trace the lineage of their sect back through RQmT to Abu Bakr, 

the first Caliph.50 It was during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that the organisation of 

SufT orders as teaching lineages first crystalised (Rizvi 1978:83),51 a link to the lineage of

49 One of the earliest works of SufT hagiography was Muhammad Ja’far al-KhuldT’s H/kayat af-Aw/tya 
ninth or early tenth century), a work no longer extant (Islam 2002:3).
50 The four Caliphs reigned as follows: Abu Bakr (632-634); 'Umar (634-644); ‘Uthman/'Usman 
(644-656); 'All [bin Abi Talib] (656-661).
01 An example is the Indian Chishtiyya order, which has a tradition of twenty-two masters. Many Chishtis 
trace their lineage to the archangel Gabriel, and reckon the 21st successor as Shaykh Nizam ud-DTn 
Awliya (d.1325), and the 22nd as Shaikh Nasir ud-DTn Mahmud Chiragh-i Dihli (d.1356). However, the 
branch of the Chishtiyya order that predominates in the Deccan starts with the Prophet Muhammad, and 
counts Shaikh Nizam ud-DTn's successor, Burhan ud-DTn Gharib (d.1337) as the 21st successor, and 
Zayn ud-DTn Shirazi (d,1369, as the 22nd (Ernst and Lawrence 2002:23).
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the Prophet Muhammad being crucial.52 During initiation the lineage of the chain of 

masters is recited, a practice subsequently supplemented by the writing out of the names 

of the masters of the order, resulting in a filial tree {sba/arb), Knowing the names of 

previous masters conferred special religious merit (Ernst and Lawrence 2002:19-23). in 

this context it is interesting to note the observations of the author of the Dab/stap written 

in 1645, comparing the Hindus and the (celibate) Moslem SufTs:

[The SufTs], as they have heard that there ten classes of sanyasTs, and twelve of yogis,53 they 

also pretend to be divided into fourteen classes; when they meet together, the questions which 
they ask are: who are the four sages, and which are the fourteen noble families? And they 
impose upon their disciples many years of service, before they reveal to them the four sages 
and fourteen families; they say: the sage of sages is the [1] illustrious Muhammed (may the 
peace of God be upon him!), and after him, devoted to godliness, [2] Ali (may the blessings of 
God be upon him!); from him the Khalifat devolved upon [3] Imam Hossain;54 then [4] Khaja 
Hossen of Basora, also was his disciple and a khalif; these four personages are the four sages 
[Dabis tan pp. 220-221).

The text continues with a list of fourteen families,55 which are said to descend from two

52 Most SufT orders regard ‘Ali as their Shaikh, and trace their descent from either ‘Ali, or from Hasan ai- 
Basri (656-661), who was born in Medina and settled in Basra. According to SufT tradition, Hasan 
became ‘Ali’s disciple, though this is doubted by mediaeval and modern scholars (Rizvi 1978:27; 83).
53 This is a reference to the twelve pantfrs [baropanthf) of Nath-yogTs/sidctba-s, which are: Satyanath, 
Dharma, Ram, NateSvar, Kanthar, Kapil, Vairagya (Bhartphari), Mannath (Gopicand), Ayae, Pagal 
(associated with Caurariginath or Puran Bhagat), Dhavja (associated with Hanuman or MahavTr), 
Gariganath (associated with BhTsma, son of Gatiga) (see Banerjea 1988:13-14). For the complete 
guru-parampara of the Naths, descending from the 'nine Naths’, see Viiasnath (1998:61-81).
54 Husain (624/5-669/70) was the son of ‘Ali. His assasination—while opposing the Umayyads—was a 
decisive moment in the separation of the supporters of ‘Ali (Shi'a) from the Sunni community.
“  In the eleventh century, the Persian SufT, Shaikh Ali Hujwirf classified twelve SufT orders, linking each 
to a famous SufT master, despite the fact that there was seldom a correspondence between these early 
ascetics and the well-known SufT orders of later times. Sultanate and Mughal tazk/ra (hagiographical 
family-tree) writers added two more SufT orders—to make fourteen—but the lists are not consistent 
(Ernst and Lawrence 2002:24).
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Caliphs,*6 Similarities between the Sufi" and SamnyasT overviews of their respective 
orders is evident.57

It is not only SufT orders that trace their descent from four preceptors. Also, as 

previously noted, the da/va Pasupata order traces its origin to the four disciples of 

LakulTsa. The va/snava Vaikhanasa tradition also traces its origins to four Vedic schools, 

represented, according to the Ananda-sam M a (XVII, 38-39),58 by four Vedic /s /s  who 

were disciples of Vikhanasa: Maffci, Atri, Kasyapa and Bhpgu (Colas 1996:14, 20).59 

Within the Indian epic tradition, Vyasa, the reputed author of the M ahatharata, is said to 

have had four disciples: Sumanta, Jaimini, Paila, and Vateampayana (see Kramisch 

1924:2). According to the Jain Svetambara tradition, four pupils of Vajrasvamin 

(fifth-sixth cent.?) founded four ku/a-s (‘clans’) for the mendicant community: the Candra 

(sometimes -ku/d), the Nirvrti (sometimes -ku/^, the Vidyadhara gaccha (‘those who 

travel together’) and the Nagendra gaccha, In the mid-thirteenth century, referring to “the 

four ku/a-s” was a way of referring to the totality of the Svetambara mendicant community

56 The text continues: “They say besides, from Khaja Hossen, of Basora, sprang two branches: the first 
was that of the Khalif Hossen Basoff HabTb AjemT, from whom nine families proceeded, named as 
follows: JTbTan, Taikerian, KherkTan, SikatTan, JenTdTan, GazrunTan, TQsTan, FerdusTan, and 
SoherwardTan. From the second Khalifat of Hossen Basori, which was that of Shaikh Abdul Wahid Zaid, 
came forth five families with the following titles: the ZebTrTan, AiasTan, AdhamTan, HabTffan and 
CheshtTan, and these are the fourteen noble families.”

The A-Fn-/ AkbatJ of Abu-I-Fazl (Vol.2:393-420) also provides a somewhat different list of the 
fourteen SufT orders that existed in India at the time of Akbar (r. 1556-1605): Habibi, Tayfuri, Karkhi, 
Saqati, Junaydi, Kazruni, Tusi, Firdaus, Suhrawardi, Zaydi, I’yazi, Adhami, Hubayri, and Chishti. The 
lives of the fourteen founding saints are also sketched. “It is said Ali, the Prince of the Faithful, had four 
viceregents, met., Hasan, Husayn, Kamil, and Hasan Basri. The source of these orders they believe to 
be Hasan Basri who had two representatives, Habbib-i-Ajami, from whom the first nine obtain their 
spiritual fervour, and the other Abdu’l Wahad-b-Zayd, from whom the last five are filled with consolation" 
(p. 394). Besides these sects, there were five other SufT sects that played an important role in India from 
the fourteenth century onwards: Shattari, Qadiri, Qalandari, Naqshbandi, and Uwaysi (Siddiqi 1989:35).

The earliest s//s/7a was the Qadiri, founded by Shaikh Abdul QadTr Jilani (d.1166) (Rizvi 1993:6 
fn. 1). From the beginning of the thirteen century, the most important of the organised SufT orders in 
India were the Chishti and Suhrawardi, the former order being more ascetic, independent from state 
patronage, and also open to outsiders, Suhrawardis were more closed to outsiders, accepted 
government service, and became wealthy. From the fourteenth century, SufTs were often initiated into 
both orders (Rizvi 1993:13; 217; 272), The Qadiri and Shattari orders became influential in India in the 
fifteenth century. The Shattari order became closely identified with the state elite (dressing like kings, 
with followers in military uniform), but lost favour with Akbar, and declined in influence (Lapidus 
1988:448). For the founding and resume of the history of the Qadiri, Suhrawardi, Kubrawi (which has 
two Indian branches, the Firdawsi and Hamadani), Nakshbandi (Khwajagan), and Chishti orders, see 
Rizvi (1978:84-120). For the ShattarT order, see Rizvi (1993:62-64).
'’''SufT and Da§anamT traditions have parallels even today. During initiation, Da^namT-SamnyasTs receive 
instruction on their matba/nnaya, and usually receive a paper, such as the Da&iam-kap-vrks, providing 
the four maFbascheme. A largely parallel procedure still operates at the Amin-uddTn cfargahox\ Sahpur 
Hill, near Bijapur (Eaton 1972:304). On induction to the order, munds are issued with printed certificates 
[inking them, through Amin-uddTn, to the Chishti Sufis of Delhi, and ultimately to the Prophet.
“ The earliest part of the Vaikhanasa corpus dates from the ninth century, while the bulk was composed 
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
“ See also Caland (1941;hxxxvi).
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(Dundas 1993:251-252; Cort 2001:42).60 The Sikh-related Bara ('large') Udasin akhada 

was founded, according to tradition, by Sff Cand, the eldest of the two sons of Guru 

Nanak (1469-1539). The akhada is divided into four divisions, namely: Baiu Hasna; 

Phul Sahib (or Mian Sahib); Almast; and Bhagat Bhagvan (or Gonda). These four dhunfs 

(dfiuajtf* are said to have been instituted in 1636 by the four disciples of Baba Gurdita, 

who followed SrT Cand on the gaddF 62 According to the Bhaktamafa (v. 32) of 

Nabhadasa63 (s1600), Ramanuja had four disciples;64 and it seems the organisation of 

the four va/snava sam pradayas may have first formally arisen in the sixteenth century.65

This is not to suggest that the SamnyasTs necessarily borrowed the idea of four 

“disciples" from the SufT or any other tradition, as Sankara may possibly have had four 

disciples. However, some evidence has been presented to show that there was a very 

fertile context for the development of an identity for an orthodox Hindu order. By the 

middle of the seventeenth century in north and south-central India, there was harassment 

of Hindu sa/nnyasFs and yogFs; the heightened power and presige of pFr-s and dargafrs 

with their proud and remunerative lineages; a more orthodox regime at Delhi perceived 

by many as essentially hostile towards Hindus; and, importantly, large roving bands of 

militant naga-samnyasFs with what seems to have been a non-orthodox Tantric 

background. The notion of ten names seems first to be attested around the end of the 

sixteenth century, around the time of the formation of the first militant akhadas. It is 

suggested that it was in this context that the M atham rrayas emerged as an ideological 

response to the samnyasFs’ social and political situation. The M atha/rtnayas built onto 

the notion of Sankara as a da/vawho conquered the four corners of India with Vedanta, 

with the claim that Sankara also founded of an order of ascetics, who consequently 

became united under an orthodox Hindu umbrella. The DasanamT order amalgamated 

lineages of militant Giris, Purls and BharatTs, with other monastic lineages, producing the 

compound order of “TTrtha, Asrama, Vana, Aranya, Giri, Parvata, Sagara, SarasvatT, 

Bharat! and Purl1’.

Some of the activities of the nagas and akhadas will now be discussed to
“ There is some evidence that all of these four gaccba-s were extant in the late fourteenth century, but 
by the sixteenth century only the Candra gaccba'was still flourishing. The gaccba-s, as organisational 
units, gradually replaced ‘the four ku/a-s’ during this period.
61 Besides the four dbunFs, seven bbaksS#s were founded, that is, centres of Sikhism in different parts 
of India, but mostly in Punjab (Singh 1951:64-66). There is here also some kind of a parallel with the 
seven DaSanamT akbada-s,
“ See Ch. 3.1.
“ See Pollet (1963:76,171).
64 Srutiprasjria, Srutideva, Srutidhama, and Srutidadhi.
65 See Appendix 4.
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illustrate the diversity of DasanamI activities, by this time with some kind of orthodox 

identity.

7.4 Mercenary and military activities of nagas and gasa//7-s

Sarkar (1958:262-286) records the service to various regents in north India by naga 

armies of up to many thousands of DasanamT-SamnyasT gosa/h-s, BairagT and other 

fighting orders, who fought in numerous battles, both defensive and aggressive. During 

the early eighteenth century the city of Jhansi was the capital of a small state ruled over 

by DasanamI gosa/h-s (see below). During the latter half of eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries they were employed, in many instances as a regularly paid 

standing army, in service to Maharajas of Jodhpur, Jaipur, Jaisalmer, Bikaner, Udaipur, 

Baroda, Marwar (western Madhya Pradesh), and Bhuj (capital town of Kacch).

In an official bond-letter dating from the 1730s, addressed to the Maharaja 

Jaisingh II (r. 1700-1743),66 the RamanandT, Vrijanand, abjures the carrying of arms and 

allowing armed monks to attend RamanandT communal feasts. This indicates their 

conspicuous presence.67 It is further stated that those RamanandTs who do so will be 

expelled from the seven-branched Sri RamanandT sam pradaya (the seven-branched 

san/pradaya being presumably modelled on the seven akhadas of the DasanamTs). The 

DasanamTs, along with Sant and other va/snava orders, were similarly requested to sign 

such bonds ([Thiel]-Horstman 2001:3-4). However, this did not prevent their extensive 

military campaigns.68

The militant DadupanthTs were supported by the Maharaja of Jaipur, Madhav 

Singh, who reigned from 1750 to 1767. Court records reveal that, beginning in 1768, the

68 Jaisingh il was a king of the Kachavaha dynasty of eastern Rajasthan. The kings of this dynasty 
operated as semi-autonomous regents under the Mughals. Their capital moved from Ajmer to Jaipur in 
1739.
67They were permanently established at a small fort at the base of Nahargarh hill (Orr 1940:11).
68 RamanandT warriors under Vrijanand subsequently engaged in battle in 1744 in the neighbouring 
states of Kota and BundT with forces that were threatening l^varsingh, Jaisingh ll's successor. Although 
the RamanandTs fought on behalf of the Maharaja of Jaipur, they were not on his regular payroll. 
Vrijanand died in 1752, and was succeded by Balanand, who RamanandT tradition credits with giving 
definitive shape to the military organisation of the RamanandTs, in 1734. Although Balanand is cast as a 
RamanandT, Ramananda is nowhere mentioned in the relevant documents of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Rather, it is Ramanuja who figures as the spiritual fountainhead of the order 
([Thiel-] Horstmann 2001:8). Balanand’s forces fought against the Jats who were seeking to expand. 
Outside Rajasthan, Balanand had strongholds in the entire Braj-Bharatpur region, and as far away as 
Jagannath Purl. Balanand died in 1795, his funeral being attended by numerous dignitaries, testifying 
to his power and influence. He had been an aca/yaiox forty-three years and had accumulated much 
wealth and several important temples; he was succeeeded by Govindanand.
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nagas began to receive ever more lucrative land-grants and payments. By 1803, eight 

years after they had officially joined state forces, 4,000 nagas were a part of the 13,000- 
strong state army of Jaipur.69

There are other documented instances of large bands of gosa/n nagas being 

hired for specific military offensives. In 1763, PrthvT Narayan Sah, king of Gorkha, and the 

founder of modern Nepal,70 was engaged in a campaign to extend his empire into the 

Kathmandu valley (Baral 1964:231—234). His chief adviser and strategist was the ascetic 

Nath-s/cfcfha, Bhagavantnath, who used his influence to negotiate various matrimonial 

and military alliances between Gorkha and some of the other forty-five kingdoms of 

western Nepal. During PrthvT Narayan’s attack on the village of Saga, his Ghorkalese 

troops were confronted by five hundred nagas who were fighting on behalf of one of his 

opponents, JayaprakaS Malla, king of Kathmandu. The leader of the nagas, Gulabram, 

had given a sword to PrthvT Narayan Sah when the latter visited him in Banaras twenty 

years previously. Gulabram, believing the sword to be responsible for the king’s success 

in battle, had returned for recompense, which was denied. Gulabram and his forces then 

took up arms with Jayaprakas, but with disastrous consequences; all the nagas were 

slaughtered by the Ghorkalese army. Gulabram, however, escaped. During the 1780s, 

some seven hundred nagas died in battle in another Himalayan province, Kumaon. 

1,400 nagas had been enlisted, with the promise of substantial financial rewards, by 

king Mohan Cand in his unsuccessful attempt to recapture his seat at Almora, from which 

he had been deposed by his rival, Harsdeo Josi, king of the neighbouring province, 

Garhwal (Agrawal 1993:325).

The careers of three prominent DasanamT gosa/n nagas, namely Rajendra Giri 

Gosain (d.1753), and his co/as, the brothers Anup Giri Gosain (Himmat Bahadur) 

(1730—1804) and Umrao Giri Gosain (b.1734), have been documented by Sarkar 

(1958:123-261) and Bhalla (1944).71 Their studies reveal the extent of some gosa/n-s’ 

power, wealth, influence and duplicity. At the height of their careers the gosa/n-s 

commanded a force of up to forty thousand horse and foot soldiers. The movement and

69 Crooke (1896, Vol.4:238) reports that the DadupanthT nagas live in seven camps or villages in the 
neighbourhood of Jaipur. They are occasionally sent out to coerce revenue defaulters. Their pay is one 
anna per day in peacetime, and two per day during active service. All are never on duty at the same 
time; those left at home cultivate land, breed camels or lend money, As late as 1914, a group of 
DadupanthTs offered military service to the Government of India for the First World War. However, they 
refused to enlist in the regular army, and their offer was not accepted (Orr 1940:12 fn. 4).
70 See Burghart (1995) for the king’s attempt to found a “Hindu" kingdom.
n See also Kolff (1971) and Barnett (1987) for further details of their activities and political 
developments.
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recruitment of troops was greatly facilitated by a network of weapon-stocks and grain- 

stores in the countryside. Gosa/h-s also looked after food-producing small-holdings at 

different times of the year. When on campaigns, most of which were executed in the 

Gangetic region, they carried equipment—including materials for mounting fortified 

locations—on elephants and other pack animals, and had camel-mounted guns. The 

army was equipped with excellent horses and state-of-the-art weapons, including 

musketry and artillery.72 They were highly regarded by the British as a fighting force, 

ranked alongside the Afghans, Jats and Sikhs, and particularly renowned for their night

time guerilla operations: naked, slippery with oil, and deadly with the dagger (Pinch 

1997:6).73

7.5 SamnyasFss, FakTFs and rebellion in East India.

After the defeat of the /7^M3&Siraj-ud-Daulah at the battle of Plassey in 1757, the British 

had gained control of revenue collection in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa by 1767. In the 

general breakdown of law and order during the disintegration of Mughal authority—after 

the death of Aurangzeb in 1707—many samnyasfs and fakFr-s had become organised in 

roving bandit/daco/t groups, sometimes known as Pindaffs.74 These bandits were also 

called Thag (Thug/Thugi/Thagi) by the British, a term that had already been used in 

South Asia to refer criminal assassins for about a thousand years.75 Company records 

contain numerous reports of incursions by these ‘marauding’ and frequently armed 

groups, the first of which took place in 1743 (Ghosh 1930:36). Although often naked, 

leading gosa/h-s frequently wore gold and silver bangles and necklaces, sometimes 

studded with pearls and diamonds (Ghosh 1930:19).

British forces were subsequently engaged in numerous skirmishes and battles

72 Military equipment also included bows and arrows, shields, spears, discuses {worn around the neck), 
the ‘rocket’ (a metal cylinder with knives), and the ‘umbrella’ (a mechanism of revolving iron balls) (Orr 
1940:16).
73 For a resume of some of their campaigns, see Appendix 12.
74 After the battle of Panipat in 1761, the Marathas were forced to rely on mercenaries, some of whom 
received the name ‘Pindari’ (Gordon 1969:426).
's Bhasarvajfia (ninth century) makes perhaps the first known reference: he refers to the Thakaiastra in 
connection with the killing of Brahmans. Several writers use the term in the following centuries; and a 
fourteenth century Muslim report mentions Wag-s. The term thaka/thaga may be derived from the 
Sanskrit root s/bag (‘cover/conceal’). See Halbfass (1983:13, 24 fn. 61) for further details and 
references,
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with bands of samnyasFs and fakirs  in Bihar and Bengal (Ghosh 1930; Chandra 1977).76 

The British version of events is, by and large, endorsed by Ghosh, whereby the ash-clad, 

jbhahg6nr\K\ng samnyasFs and faklr-s are presented as marauder-bandits, 

masquerading as pilgrims, but extracting money and goods from local landlords and 

peasants on false pretences. However, this view has been challenged (Chandra 1977; 

Chatterjee 1984): if the socio-economic situation of the region at the time is considered, 

then the disturbances can be seen as part of a larger movement of peasant unrest and 

rebellion against colonial repression and excessive taxation, sometimes leading to 

starvation; sam nyasl and fak ir nagas were frequently at the spearhead of the 
movement.77

Groups of samnyasFs and fakirs—who ocasionally fought each other (Chandra 

1977:29)—together with other pilgrims had for many centuries enjoyed annual

76 From 1757 there are reports of battles between up to 5,000 sa/pnyasls and British sepoys, forced
seizure of money from za/nlndars' kacaharls ('revenue offices’) and Collectors, and raids on villages 
and factories at Dacca and other places by groups of armed sa/pnyasls and fakirs. The first raid on a 
British factory was at Rampur Boalia, in Dacca, in 1763, by sa/pnyasls assisted by unemployed cotton 
workers. In some raids British agents were killed, and army captains were regularly dispatched to 
disperse the raiders, not always successfully; both sides frequently sufferered extensive casualties. The 
raids were frequently successful as the robbers could flee from the British-held territories of Bengal, 
Bihar and Orissa. In a series of succesful raids on za/nlndars in 1773, the sa/pnyasls were led by Motit 
Giri and Dharma Giri (Chatterjee 1984:8), In the latter decades of the eighteenth century the fakirs 
were under the leadership of the Madari SufT, Manju Sah (d.1787), whose first raid in Bengal was 
conducted in 1771 (Chandra 1977:49—68). By 1774 he had established a cantonment in Dinajpur 
district of well-armed Rajputs, with whom he had formed an alliance. A series of raids were conduced in 
1786 by Musa Sah (d.1792), a relative of Manju, who retreated to a headquarters he had established in 
Gorkha, Nepal. Various groups of sa/pnyasls and fakirs operated out of Myemsingh (in what is now 
northern Bangladesh), an area over which ruling authorities, including Garos, Koches, Afghans, north- 
Indian Brahmans and breakaway Mughals, had only ever been able to exert minimal control (van 
Schendel 1985:140-144).
"The situation was significantly exacerbated by the great famine of 1770/1771, when around one third 
of the population of Bengal, some fifteen million people, died. However, William Hastings was able to 
write to the Board of Directors that, despite the decrease in population, revenue had increased in 1771, 
in comparison to 1768, owing to his diligent efforts: taxes were collected with the help of troops. Price- 
fixing, monopoly purchase, enforced monoculture, and control overtrade in many goods, such as grain, 
salt, cotton and opium were amongst the economic tactics used by the British, leading to deprivation 
and workers’ anger. The price of rice increased enormously. Exorbitant demands for payment led to 
ryots being evicted from their land, many of them swelling the ranks of the roving sa/pnyasl and fakir 
bands, perhaps to up to 20,000 strong, Farmers enlisted the help of naga-s to resist new taxes 
introduced in 1770 (Chandra 1977:149,166; Chatterjee 1984:6).
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pilgrimages to holy places in Bihar, Bengal and Assam.78 Some fak irs  had enjoyed 

extraordinary privileges under various patrons in the seventeenth and the early part of 

the eighteenth century. Prior to full British control over revenue, Muslim authorities 

occasionally issued sanads (‘deeds/grants’) to ensure the rights of the fakirs  to collect 

alms and acquire propery,79 a demand on meagre peasant resources also regarded as 

legitimately collectable by the British in the form of tax. Some groups of sam nyasls were 

also employed simply as mercenaries in the service of political rivals to the British.00

British forces, under orders from Warren Hastings, made strenuous efforts to 

prohibit, rout and dispel the raiders entering Bengal. No less than four battalions of the 

army were actively engaged against the sa/pnyasls and fakirs  (Chandra 

1977:84,101-114), and attempts were also made to remove settled sam nyasls—many 

of them being landless peasants—of which there were several thousand in some 

districts.81 The British negotiated with the Nepalese, and signed a treaty with the Tashu 

Lama of Bhutan, to prevent sam nyasls from being resident in their territory, and by 1800 

the rebellion that had continued for thirty-five years was finally suppressed. Raids on 

Company-owned finance and property in east India ceased (Chandra 1977:131-137), 

and the few military nagas who remained in south Bihar in 1809/1810 were reported to

7fl Visited by sa/pnyasls and other Hindus in this part of India were places such as Janakpur (in the 
Terai), Mahasthangarh (near Bogra), places along the Brahmaputra river, Gariga Sagar (on the bay of 
Bengal, about fifty miles east of Calcutta), Jagannath PQri and KamaksT (near Guahati). Many 
sa/pnyasls began their annual pilgrmage cycle from the Magh Mela at Allahabad in January/February. 
The fakirs and other Muslim pilgrims, who entered Bengal by the same route as that followed by the 
sa/pnyasls—and who were generally better received in Muslim dominated Bengal—went to da/gabs, 
several of which are located in Dinajpur and Malda districts, and to the famous AdTna mosque, near 
Pandua, also in the Malda district, Some pilgrimage places were common to both sa/pnyasls and faklr 
s, one being a bath in the river Karotoya at Mahasthangarh, where there is the da/gab of PTr Sah 
Suttan (Ghosh 1930:24-29). Another was at Makhanpur, in the district of Cawnpore, 140 miles from 
Agra, where the headquarters of the Mardari fakirs and the tomb of 3ah Madar are situated. Hindus 
also frequented the place, believing the saint to be an incarnation of Lakhan (Ghosh 1930:27).
70 In 1659 Shuja ud-Daulah issued a sanadXo the fakir Janab 3ah Sultan Hasan Muria (of the Burhana 
sect, which is the same as the Madaris, who, of all SufT sects, most closely resemble sa/pnyasl naga- s) 
whereby within the countries of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa he was free to roam with all the paraphernalia 
of the julus (‘procession’), and confiscate properties with no heir, or which are rent-free. Although no 
contributions were to be levied, the fakir "will be supplied with provisions", according to the sanad 
(Ghosh 1930:22).
80 Five or six thousand armed sa/pnyasls undertook raids in 1773, in the pay of Darpa Deo, raja of 
Baikantapur. In the same year another large raiding group was reportedly in the pay of the Bhutanese 
(Chandra 1977:72-73).
01 A law was passed in 1773 to prohibit the carrying of arms by sa/pnyasls and fakirs, and certain sects 
of sa/pnyasls, bafragls and fakirs were expelled from Bengal and Bihar, becoming "prohibited sects”. 
Farmers found to be harbouring members of prohibited sects were to be severely punished (Chandra 
1977:60).
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have abandoned arms (Pinch 1996:31).82

Nevertheless, it is apparent that some sam nyasls were still involved in criminal 

activities in the nineteenth century. In the 1830s a government ‘Department of Thagis 

and Dacoits’ was set up to oversee their activities by William Sleeman (a British official 

who is responsible for the stereotyping of the word ‘Thug’), who believed that three- 

quarters of Hindu and Muslim mendicants were criminals, and that the Thugs—who 

worshipped Kali, and either strangled or poisoned their victims—constituted an 

organised criminal sect.83 Such was the British suspicion of ascetics that a police 

handbook (sadhu-lM ah, written in Urdu) was issued in 1913 to enable officers to identify 

sadfiu-s by their appearance and sectarian markings (Pinch 1996:8). However, within 

the socio-political context of the time, it is apparent that the Thugs were not an organised 

religious sect or a caste; that their activities were entirely mercenary; and that the notion 

of a Thug ‘conspiracy’ was unfounded, but nevertheless helped to finance Sleeman’s 

department,84 which was quite successful in catching and punishing several thousand 

criminals. Marauding Pindaff groups that had previously been employed, on an 

occasional basis, as mercenaries by various powers such as the Marathas, in many 

instances simply continued their ‘criminal’ marauding activities when states had 

insufficient funds to pay them (see Gordon 1969).

There is also a widely-held nationalist notion, still prevalent, of a specifically Hindu 

militant rebellion against British rule in the eighteenth century, famously taken

up as the main theme of a novel by Bankim Chandra ChatterjPf 1838-1894), 

Anandamath The influence of this image is apparent in that Banda Mataram, the 

sam nyasl song from the novel—which was set to music by Rabindranath

“ After a series of land-reforms had been implemented by Warren Hastings, by 1790 revenue collection 
for the British was undertaken by a new class of landlords, who frequently employed samnyasls and 
faklr-s for that purpose. Under the Permanent Settlement of Bengal Act of 1793, responsibility for law 
and order then passed from the zamlnc/ars to a newly created police force (Chandra 1977:165). Some 
zamlncfar-s granted land, in a religious donation {s/bbotaf), rent-free, to ascetics. Landlords thereby 
enhanced their own status in the area, and gained a protection force of armed samnyasls to guard 
their estates. Samnyasls were also given land after they had assisted landlords’ own forces in repelling 
aggressors (Chatterjee 1984:3). In north and east Bengal, some samnyasls still live on the produce of 
endowed lands (Ghosh 1930:160).
“ See Sleeman (Vol. 1,1903:96—111) for his account of the iniquity of the Thugs.
84 The idea of a criminal religious cult also proved popular with the Victorian press and as a theme for 
novelists (see Rushby 2002:8-15).
“ For Chatterji’s role in the formation of Neo-Hinduism, see Halbfass (1988:243-246; 334-341).
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Tagore—became the unofficial anthem of the Independence movement.86

However, we have seen that the situation regarding sadhu-s in the eighteenth 

century cannot simply be characterised as a Hindu sam nyasl uprising against British 

rule: SufT fakir-s were involved with sam nyasls in the Bengali rebellion, and the gosa/n 

fighters formed substantial alliances with not only the Mughals but also the British. 

Samnyasls performed various roles in the period under discussion, both in support and 

against the rule of various powers. Nor can sam nyasls and faklr-s be characterised, as 

they were by the British, as simply ‘Thugs’. This is to ignore the complex, various and 

shifting roles of many sam nyasls in this period: as ascetics (some of whom would not so 

much as touch a coin), and as pilgrims, traders, money-lenders, mercenaries, protection 

guards, bandits, and on occasion, even diplomats.07

7.6 ^asaMraders and bankers

Many of the political conflicts previously discussed had ceased by the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, by which time many thousands of gosa/ns88 had settled in Bengal 

and other parts of India, many of them being ex-soldiers from disbanded armies of 

various regents. These settled gosa/h-s, some of them rich from war, engaged in money- 

lending, banking and trading, involving significant amounts of money overall. Evidence 

of sam nyasls’ involvement in trade may be seen in Banaras, where in 1787 they were 

the dominant merchant class, having a substantial trade in cloth, raw silk, gold and silver, 

in a network extending to the Deccan, Bengal and Nepal. In Banaras alone they owned

06 M. K. Gandhi also took up the song as constituent of his nationalist ideology (Pinoh 1997:3). When V. 
D. Savarkar, the famous Indian freedom-fighter, was at high school in Nasik, he belonged to and 
recruited members to a secret society of revolutionaries, aiming to liberate their motherland from British 
rule. Members greeted each other with Banda Mataram; and in a pamphlet with that name Savarkar 
asserted that assasination of British officials is the first stage of the revolution. In his monumental work, 
/nd/an War o f fndep&ndence, 7857, Savarkar refutes British accounts of the Mutiny of 1857 as failed. 
The work, which describes how sadf/irs, sa/pnyasls and fakirs can become revolutionaries, was 
banned but achieved wide circulation, becoming, for half a century, the Indian revolutionaries’ gospel 
and handbook. Savarkar was imprisoned for terrorist activities from 1910 to 1937, He then became 
president of the Hindu Mahasabha from 1937 to 1944 (McKean 1996:73-77). See Savarkar (1989) for 
his conception of H/ndutva:
07 In the 1770s, Puran Gir mediated between the Panchen Lama and the British, serving both sides in 
their negotiation of a trade treaty between Bengal and Tibet. After the death of the Lama, Puran Gir 
(and his successor, Daljit Gir) continued his negotiating role with the Lama’s successor. In 1779 Puran 
Gir travelled with the Panchen Lama to Peking to visit the Chinese emperor (Clarke 1998:66).
80 The numbers of £a/va and va/snava ascetics in north India in the last decades of the eighteenth 
century is considerable, around 500,000, comprising around five percent of the population (Bayly 
1992:126,183).
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forty of the leading business houses, representing a significant sector of the economy.89 

Established also in Mirzapur, the gosa/hs, who were mostly Giris, were described by G.

H. Barlow, sub-secretary to the Bengal government, as being “a religious sect 

remarkable for their wealth, and for their integrity in all commercial transactions” (K. P. 

Mishra 1975:95-96). In Mirzapur, the gosa/n-s were the accepted leaders of the 

merchant community (Bayly 1992:143), one Giri mahant being notorious amongst 

merchants (Crooke 1896, Vol.2:471). In 1911, the Giris of the Mirzapur area are reported 

to have land-holdings amounting to 44,784 acres, income deriving also from rent and 

money-lending (Chatterjee 1984:3-4).

By the 1780s gosa/h-s had become the dominant money-lending—frequently at 

exorbitant rates of interest90—and property-owning group in Allahabad, Banaras, 

Mirzapur, Ujjain and Nagpur (Bayly 1992:126,143; Kolff 1971), and were major brokers 

in Rajasthan and the Deccan, at places such as Hyderabad and Pune (Clarke 

1998:58).91 There was, however, often a very thin line indeed between tax-collection, 

dacoity and money-lending.92

In the 1780s, European banking houses were also established to finance trade, 

with the resultant consequence that sam nyasls' profitable loan business was effectively 

squeezed (Chatterjee 1984:7). The extent of the sa/pnyasls' money-lending business 

may be gauged from their involvement in the financing of the war between PrthvT 

Narayan Sah, JayaprakaS Malla and others, in their struggle for control of the Kathmandu 

valley in the mid-eighteenth century, referred to in the previous section. It is evident that

PrthvT Narayan Sah helped finance his campaign with cash loans from sa/pnyasf
89 In 1786/1787 the total value of the sa/pnyasls' imports and exports which passed through the 
customs houses of Banaras and Mirzapur, was Rs. 1,614,759. Around 40% of the trade was in raw silk, 
most of which was brought from Bengal and traded in Mirzapur and Banaras for bullion or other 
commodities (K. P. Mishra 1975:96). The figure given above only records the c/ec/arec/goods, and does 
not account for what appears to have been a substantial non-declared trade. In 1809/1810, one gosa/n 
merchant alone sent silk worth 650,000 Rs. to the United Provinces (Cohn 1964:177).
90 Aware of the sa/pnyasls' profitable money-lending business, the British government enacted various 
measures in 1772 to cap loan rates (at 2%) and restrict the sa/pnyasls' business.
91 Chatterjee suggests that the increase in money-lending activities of the sa/pnyasls was partly a 
consequence of a decline in their previously profitable silk-smuggling business. This decline was an 
effect of superior British production techniques, extra levies and custom posts. The sa/pnyasls 
complained to the British administration of being taxed in both Banaras and Mirzapur, and for a while 
tried to smuggle goods through Bihar. The British nevertheless recognised the value of the sa/pnyasls' 
trade (Cohn 1964:177).
92 Maratha tax records of the mid-eighteenth century illustrate the nexus between money-lending, 
dacoity and mercenary activity. The gosa/n (or any) money-lender would typically loan money against 
the purchase of goods, and also arrange transport and guards. Default on repayment could result in 
land and its derivative revenue being acquired by the lender, an arrangement that was legally binding. 
Transfer of ownership of land and its revenue meant that the new ‘owner1 could demand money from 
tenants. Rulers also used their military forces to collect taxes, and the military were often gosa/n-s 
(Gordon 1971).
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traders, who had trade agencies in several cities in the valley.93 The gosa/hs were 

repaid, and as a reward they were awarded charters to trade freely in his domain. The 

gosa/hs profited handsomely from both sides throughout the duration of the conflict, in 

terms of both financial interest earned and trading rights.94 However, it appears that some 

gosa/hs and Kashmiris were expelled from Nepal by PrthvT Narayan Sah owing to their 

allegiance totheMaila dynasty (Regmi 1975, Vol. 1:117-121; 201 ).95

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it is apparent that some sam nyasl 

m athas—which were occasionally fortified (Ghosh 1930:20)—became, effectively, 

storehouses for the trade in goods (including raw silk, shawls, opium, gold, silver, copper 

and spices) which was carried out by co/a-s of various mahanfs over wide areas of north 

India. Samnyasl traders who profited were able to buy (and, sometimes acquired from 

both peasants and landlords suffering insuperable debt. Individuals and groups of 

pilgrims traded in precious and semi-precious gems, notably coral and pearl from the 

Coromandel coast and Sri Lanka. They also traded in diamonds, brocade, broadcloth, 

tobacco, indigo and conch shells. Coral and pearl were two of the principal exports from 

Bengal to Tibet, while musk, gold-dust and yaktails were brought from there (Clarke 

1998). A network of m athas and pilgrimage routes throughout India greatly faciiitied 

contacts, trade, resting places and loan facilities. Armed nagas were available to protect 

the transportation of goods and bullion traded from as far afield as Ahmadabad, Baroda, 

PCine, Nagpur, Bengal, Kashmir, Nepal and Tibet. The nagas’ religious status and their 

fearsome reputation also made them virtually immune from prosecution or police 

harrassment (Bayly 1992:184). In 1792, the ra ja  of Nepal complained that “although the 

fakir** is full of faults and deserving death”, he could only expell them from his territory 

and could not confine or kill them, as that would be contrary to religious law (Ghosh

“ The first request fora loan was made in 1745, addressed to Mahant Kamala Bana, Mahant Laksman 
Purl, and Dayal Puri. This was in a period when Jayapraka6 Malta was in exile—but not 
abdication—from his throne In Kathmandu. In 1748, JayaprakaS Malla, alarmed at the threat to his 
realm, then borrowed 20,000 Rs., after extensive bargaining, from Kamala Bana Gosain and Rakham 
Purl Gosain to help finance his bid to reclaim the throne, which was successful.
04 In 1764 JayaprakaS issued a charter requesting that the gosa/n-s—Durbasa Bana, Laksman Bana, 
JageSvara Bana, BhagavatT Bana (disciple ot Kamala Bana), Bhor Bana, Naval Bana and CatQr 
Bana—reside in Kathmandu with him, enjoying royal favour. After the eventual fall of Kathmandu, the 
new ruler PrthvT Narayan Sah continued to support gosa/hs. In 1786 he issued another charter, 
addressed to to the first four of the above-named gosa/hs, permitting them to conduct trade to Tibet, 
subject to statutory checking and taxes. It is curious that this lineage of DasanamTs, the Bana (Van), 
although so prominent in Nepal in the eighteenth century, is very meagrely represented these days.
95 Sometime after 1792 the gosa/hs were also expelled from Tashilumpo in Tibet, owing to the suspicion 
by the Chinese authorities that they were acting as spies for their enemies (Clarke 1998:56,67),

06 In Nepalese records of this period, the term faklrXs used also for samnyasl
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1930:9).97

The gosa/n-s were all members of a religious fraternity90 whose rules and codes of 

practice are recognised by initiates, further facilitating trading arrangements. They were 

also favoured as religious mendicants who, in some kingdoms, were exempt from full 

taxation on their goods. In Banaras, for example, gosa/n-s paid special rates on their 

transit goods (Bayly 1992:143,165), M athas also received religious donations, 

particularly at me/a-s when pilgrims frequently donate handsomely to a mahant, and 

generally used rent-free land. The passing of wealth from a desceased mahant to, 

frequently, a sole ce/a or a closed group of ce/a-s, ensured that institutional wealth, 

which was sometimes considerable, remained ‘in house’.99 This arrangement had distinct 

financial advantages over the traditional family arrangement, whereby a father’s wealth 

and property was often dispersed to many relatives, sometimes geographically distant, 
upon his death.

Even in the mid-nineteenth century the gosa/ns were still an important element in 

north Indian trade and commerce.100 They owned fleets of boats and controlled a major 

share of the trade along the Ganges, transporting goods from the United Provinces to 

Bengal—some of which went on to Europe— and brought Bengali and British goods to 

Mirzapur and Banares for trade (Cohn 1964:180). Until the 1840s gosa/n-s remained the 

key inland merchants in the growing colonial trade in cotton. The British were 

significantly irritated by the success, authority and general popularity of the gosa/hs—a

97The different status of ascetics regarding the law may be seen also in ancient India, in Dharma£astra> 
Olivelle (1987:48), reviewing injunctions found in several works, notes that ascetics, when found guilty of 
a crime, were not subject to the corresponding punishment (instead they were required to perform 
religious works for the king); they were not to be tortured during interrogations; judges were expected to 
show leniency towards them; and wandering asectlcs could obtain a pass from the Controller of 
Shipping that allowed them to cross rivers without paying the usual fee, Amongst the privileges for 
Brahmanical ascetics were land-grants that were made to them in newly-settled countyside; they were 
exempted from the salt tax; and the property of an ascetic could not be taken as booty when an 
enemy’s land was conquered.
ss Clarke (1998:53) suggests that the gosa/n-s may have been either va/snava or da/va. However, 
gosvam/n {gosa/'h followers of Caitanya and Vallabhacarya are not, to my knowledge, ever mentioned 
in ethnographic reports of the period. The information supplied concerning gosa/n-s indicates that they 
were followers of Sankara (i.e. DaSanamTs), most of them having one of the ten names’. However, 
va/snava BairagTs are mentioned as traders at Chhartarpur, in Madhya Pradesh (Kolff 1973:215). Pinch 
(1996:43) remarks that the term gosa/n began to lose its specific ga/vaand Da§anamT connotations only 
in the nineteenth century in Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh where it generally referred to naga-s. By 
the end of the century gosa/n had become a general term for both ga/vaswd va/snava sac/hu-s,
99 In a case which reached court in Calcutta, the disputed wealth of one matfta—not considering 
immovable property—amounted to 242,000 Rs. (A. K. Mishra 1975:99).
100 During the late eighteenth century, corporate religious institutions had invested in a substantial 
building programme. In Banaras, by 1816, there was said to be one pilgrim rest house for every ten 
houses. The use of dressed stone in the construction of religious buildings was a major influence on the 
stone-cutting business, which was controlled by the ascetic orders (Bayly 1992:127).
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popularity the colonial masters did not enjoy—and attempted to blacken the name of the 

gosa/n  s. The gosa/hs, however, were no economic partisans: in 1857 the gosa/n 

matha-s of the United Provinces had at least 200,000 Rs. invested in government paper 

currency (Bayly 1992:241-242).

In north India, there was a decline of the trading activities of the gosa/hs in the 

nineteenth century, which may have been a consequence of agricultural development in 

the Punjab and the change from river to railway transport (Cohn 1964:181). The increase 

in British hold over trade and exports is also evident, in that between 1814 and 1854 

British exports in commodities tripled (Rothermund 1993:23). However, the gosa/h 

ak/iada-s adapted astutely to changing economic patterns, diversifying rapidly into urban 

property ownership after 1802.101 Following the construction of the railways, the gosa/n-s 

also capitalised on the rapidly rising value of urban properties. Although the gosa/hs ' 

involvement in trade and banking declined in the nineteenth century, they still enjoyed 

considerable income from rent,102 and maintained their position as a major money- 

lending group, not only in the cities, but also in the small towns and villages along 

pilgrimage routes (Bayly 1992:452). Even in the early twentieth century the Maharaja of 

Jaipur employed a group of naga-s as tax collectors (Farquhar 1925c:452). The

101 It has been estimated that around 250,000 acres of land are still owned by the Da^anamT akhadas, 
about half being the property of the JUna akhada. Until recently, the entire Girnar hills area in Gujarat 
was under the control of a naga^xom the Juna akhada (Gross 1992:163).
102 In Banaras district in 1909, the gosa/n-s owned 10,304 acres of land (Neviil 1909:114). Sinha and 
Saraswati (1978:262) provide a list of nine paramahamsas of Banaras who, between 1926 and 1931, 
had substantial bank deposits at the kothi (banking house) of the Jahgambari matha before the kothr 
went into legal liquidation. Their deposits were mostly of around 2,000 Rs. to 3,000 Rs, but one, that of 
SvamT Svarupananda MandaleSvara, was of over 20,000 Rs. Joint families of ‘respectable’ city bankers 
could earn around 20,000-80,000 Rs. per annum towards the end of the nineteenth century (Bayly 
1973:41). It seems that up until around 1925 there were a few wealthy mathas in Banaras which were 
also known as kothfs. The kothfs used to feed the general public and ascetics on certain occasions 
but were guarded and only inhabited by the mahant and his servants who entertained wealthy people 
and high officials. It seems that some of the paramahamsa mathas of Banaras were once affluent, 
namely the BiharT Purl, Bodh Gaya, Paramartha Giri, Daksinamurti, DhurbeSvara, Jage£vara, Hathiya 
Rama, Narsimh Cauk, Annapurna, Hari GTffka, and Praka£ananda mathas.

Samnyasf estates also occasionally have an ambiguous position in regards to religious status 
and the law. Sinha and Saraswati (1978:80) cite a legal case (Judgement of the High Court of 
Allahabad, Case No. 21 [1928], Appeal No. 584 [1934]) involving one SvamT Ramcaran PurT, who 
describes himself as a landlord {zamfndar) and a banker, and not a paramahamsa. He states that he is 
the Municipal Commissioner of Banaras, paying a substantial amount of money in taxes and rent money 
to the government and the Maharaja of Banaras. (Per year, he paid 2,000 Rs. to the government, 
35,000 Rs. to the Maharaja, 200 Rs. in municipal taxes, 208 Rs. in income tax and "some annas'’ on 
banking business.) He had inherited the property, the matha, from his ancestors and also purchased 
further property himself. There were three temples on his property, of LaksmT, Mahadeva and 
BhagavatT, and he would feed and distribute alms to visiting Brahmans, Madras and fakfr-s He argued 
that his property was not an endowment, that he was the sole owner, and that he had the right to sell or 
mortgage it should he so choose. He claimed to have been given the property without any conditions 
attached, and to be performing charitable activities only, without constraints that would be incumbent 
upon an endowed property.
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influence of the gosa/ns on the economy of north India had been such that Bayly 

(1992:242) comments: “As some of the largest urban property owners in the Gangetic 

and central Indian towns, and as important lower-level money-lenders, ironically it was 

[gosa/hs] who became the nearest of any Indian business community to the emerging 

bourgeoisie that European theorists, from Sleeman to Marx, wished to see".

7.7 SamnyasFs and the modern political world

The wealth of merchants and bankers appears to have played a significant role in the 

establishment of the nascent Congress Party. Although some members of the Viceroy’s 

executive council assumed that the Congress was supported by journalists, lawyers and 

other professionals, it is apparent that between 1885 and 1901, very many of the elected 

members were from the trading and banking classes, such as the Naupati bankers, the 

commercial aristocracy of Banaras. These bankers (/naha/ahj financed pilgrim centers 

and trade in sugar, indigo, opium, gah/a and bhang, A high percentage of the assets of 

the major bankers, who had a close connection with the functions of local government, 

was also absorbed in the foundation of temples, bathing g h a ts, community shrines and 

religious trusts (Bayly 1973:29-43).103 In terms of life-style, there was little difference 

between bankers and samnyasFs,

On another front, in Calcutta, it was believed in 1912 that an akhac/a was being 

used as a cover for the Midnapore revolutionary society, plotting aginst British rule 

(Taylor 2001:52). At the meeting of the National Congress in Nagpur in 1920, over a 

hundred naga-s attended. It was decided that they could carry the message of 

independence and non-cooperation around India, as the masses of the towns and 

villages had high regard for them. Gandhi urged the naga-s to visit military camps and 

advise the soldiers to give up their employment (Pinch 1996:5). Sadhu-s were regarded 

by the British authorities as a serious threat in their involvement with the non-cooperation 

movement, as already in the mutiny/rebellion of 1857, naga sadhu-s had been involved, 

even though not militarily to any large extent (Pinch 1997:5).

It is apparent that during the twentieth century, and particularly since 

Independence, the DasanamTs have turned towards other activities, establishing 

colleges and asrama-s, many paramaha/psa-s preaching as a means of livelihood in big

103 Until the 1880s, the major bankers of Allahabad lived as joint families in several small mud houses in 
the central market area. In a typical mafia/anf family, food remained strictly vegetarian and servants 
were few (Bayly 1973:41-42).
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cities such as Delhi, Bombay and Calcutta, their chief patrons being big businessmen 

and important officials in the government. However, as has been explored by McKean 

(1996), there is a considerable connection between several important samnyasr 

institutions and right-wing organisations such as the RSS, BJP,104 VHS105 and VHP.108 The 

VHP—which has recruited many sadhu-s to its ranks107(Jaffrelot 1996:355)—supported 

the claim of SvamT Vasudevananda to the succession to the Jyotir p/tham  1998, his rival 

being beaten up at the Kumbha Mela (Krishnan 2002:28). While attempting, to some 

extent, to remain outside political involvement, the DasanamT Sankaracaryas have 

inevitably been drawn into the Ram Janm Bhutm dispute at Ayodhya, given their status 

as religious authorities.108 As of 2002, four of the Sankaracaryas (of the four amnaya 

matha-s) were opposed to the VHP’s temple construction plan, while JayendrasarasvatT 

(of the KaficT p/Jhd) has been asked by the government to help negotiate the issue. The 

VHP are very keen for the other Sankaracaryas to throw their weight behind temple 

construction, even though they are reluctant to do so (Krishnan 2002). The proximity of 

JayendrasarasvatT to the government was evident when he sent Brahman 

representatives to Delhi to perform rituals on the morning of R. Venkataraman’s 

inauguration, on the 25th July 1987, as the eighth President of India. Adding to the long 

list of the President’s degrees and awards, the Sankaracarya bestowed on 

Venkataraman the title ‘Sat seva ratnat109 Finally, perhaps one of the most illustrative 

links between the DasanamT-SamnyasTs and the modern political world is the case of 

Uma BharatT, a samnyas//7who became a politician, and who was subsequently sworn
104 By 1991, the BJP had six saffron-clad MPs (see Jaff relot 1996:479).
105 The closing ceremony of a meeting of the Vidal Hindu Samme/ap held in Kerala in April 1982, was 
presided over by the Sankaracarya of KaficTpuram (Chiriyankandnath 1998:212).
106 One prominent example is the relationship between the VHP ( Vidva Hindu Par/sadf and the Divine 
Life Society (DLS). The DLS was founded in 1936 by SvamT Sivananda, its headquarters being in 
Haridvar. Sivananda (SarasvatT) took samnyasa in 1924 from the DaSanamT, SvamT 
ViSvanandasarasvatT, though he subsequently makes virtually no reference to his guru. One of 
Sivananda’s early disciples was SvamT Cinmayananda (d.1993), who founded the VHP in 1964, which 
the DLS carefully avoid mentioning. Sivananda’s successor, SvamT Cidananda, maintains ties with the 
VHP. Significant events in the expansion of the DLS were Sivanands’s founding of the All World 
Religions’ Federation in 1945, and the All World Sadhus’ Federation in 1947 (McKean 1996:164-179). 
At the inaugural meeting of the VHP in August 1964, it was decided to organise a world Hindu 
sammaian during the Allahabad Kumbha Mela, on 22-24 January 1966. Among the 25,000 attending 
delegates were two Sankaracaryas, from Dvaraka and PurT (Jaffrelot 1996:198; Bhatt 2001:180-185). 
For the involvement of JayendrasarasvatT (Sankaracarya of the KancT p/thd) with the VHP in the 1980s, 
see Jaffrelot (1996:357).
107 Jaffrelot (1996:357) maintains that the Hindu nationalist movement made major advances in the early 
1980s by mobilising Hindu leaders who could be seen as ‘ecclesiastical’ authorities.
1oa For further details of the Sankaracaryas’ involvement with ‘Ayodhya’, see Jaffrelot (1996:413 fn. 3, 
470-471)
109 The Jewel of True Service'. See www.parliamentofindia.nic.in/rs/whoswho/vp/rvenkatraman.htm; 
(www.indiademocracy.com/resources/presidents/rvenkataraman.jsp

http://www.parliamentofindia.nic.in/rs/whoswho/vp/rvenkatraman.htm
http://www.indiademocracy.com/resources/presidents/rvenkataraman.jsp
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in, on December 8, 2003, as the first woman chief minister of the state of Madhya 
Pradesh.

7.8 Concluding remarks

In the Introduction to this thesis, one of the hypotheses proposed was that the projection 

by the Brahmanical tradition of the image of the lone male sam nyasr (beyond caste, 

ritual and social engagement), though influential even today, is misleading. Firstly, 

although the sam nyasr is projected as being 'beyond caste’ both in Brahmanical texts 

and many contemporary anthroplogical and Hindu studies reviews, it is evident from our 

survey of DasanamT institutions in the first three chapters of this dissertation that caste 

has an important influence on the life of the sam nyasl Secondly, even though most 

Brahmanical texts proscribe sam nyasalor women, references in the Introduction and 

Chapter 1 illustrate both the historical and current existence of numerous women 

samnyas/h-s,

Several ethnographies were cited in the Introduction to illustrate how samnyasFs 

are not only lone mendicants, but are settled as castes in various regions of India, 

performing a variety of roles, as priests, farmers and traders. Many of these settlements 

seem to have been established by ex-mercenaries after the demise of the samnyasl 

naga armies during the nineteenth century, whose activities have been reviewed in this 

chapter. Amassed wealth was most probably, in some instances, also channelled into 

land and property now at the disposal of the akhacfas and paramahamsa mathas. The 

role of samnyasFs in the history of India since the sixteenth century is evidently complex, 

whether viewed from religious, economic or political perspectives; and the material 

presented in this thesis illustrates this.

Historically, there may well have been some old, male, Brahman ritualists who 

had renounced ritual life and wandered alone. However, these Brahman samnyasFs 

would have been already initiated into the Brahmanical world through upanayana. An 

important consideration is whether the many kinds of ascetics—who were not old 

Brahmans—mentioned by commentators during the first millennium could have adopted 

that way of life without being formally initiated by a guru. In the modern context, the 

samnyasa rite, which has remained substantially stable in form since the earliest textual 

records (from around the third century), simultaneously constitutes both a renunciation of 

a former social life, and an initiation into a spiritual lineage via a guru. The samnyasF'xs
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not a ‘real5 and recognised sam nyasl unless he or she has passed through the v/ra/a- 

A?//?#under a guru. This is true today, and I have argued that it is highly improbable—but 

for some exceptions—that it was otherwise in the past, though difficult to substantiate. In 

general, lineages—inherent in gu/uparam paras—transmit religious teachings, a 

sectarian mythology and a sectarian identity, and engender institutions over time. It is this 

package that essentially constitutes a sect, whether in the context of settled sam nyasl 

communities, or amongst wandering sadhu-s,

The analysis of the samnyasa rite in a modern context (analysed in Chapter 3), 

illustrates how the two main wings of the DasanamTs come together on the occasions of 

its performance, when representatives from the monastic tradition also provide 

preceptors for the militant wing of the akhadas. The ten lineages of the DasanamTs, 

spread between the dandfs, paramahamsas and naga-s, are brought together not only 

through initiation rites, but through the adoption of an identificatory structure, 

encapsulated in the information contained in the Mathamnayas, texts which were 

analysed in Chapter 4. When the samnyasl is initiated, the guru imparts to the candidate 

the relevant details regarding how his or her new name fits into the scheme of the 

mathamnaya-s, with its associated identificatory markers {prahmacarlx\sxx\s, gotra name, 

and sampradaya name) and association of the name with one of the four p lth a s , which 

has its jurisdiction and founding aca/ya. Sankara's fame as an adva/ta philosopher, and 

his well established reputation for performing a dfgvffaya founding four m athas and 

an order of Brahmanical ascetics, provide the specific substance that bonds the identity 

of the DasanamTs as a sect of samnyasFs. One of the centra! issues of this thesis was to 

investigate how this identity came to be forged, in the light of historical information which 

undermines the veracity of Mathamnayas’ presentation of the founding of the sect.

In the latter part of Chapter 4, it was shown how numerous m athas have claimed 

to be founded by Sankara, and that claims were being contested by several of them in 

the nineteenth century. Still today, the KancTpuram and the SrngerT matha dispute as to 

which one is the genuine southern pltha. Guruparamparas were shown to be 

unreliable, and with the exception of the southern p lth a s , some of which appear to date 

from the thirteenth century, records of the other m athas cannot be traced back further 

than about 250 years. In attempting to understand how the name of Sankara came to be 

associated with the founding of a monastic tradition, the contents of his hagiographies 

were examined in Chapter 5. it was shown how the early hagiographies make no 

mention of the founding of m athas, and that the four m athas first appear in hagiographic
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work in an ‘incomplete’ form in the late sixteenth century at the earliest. Regarding the 

founding of a renunciate order, amongst the twenty extant hagiographies, only in one of 

the later texts (Cidvilasa’s Sahkara-v/jayd) are the 'ten names’ briefly enumerated. This 

text may be dated to the late sixteenth century (or slightly later), a period when, for the 

first time, the ‘ten names’ phrase also appears in other texts.

It is apparent from Sankara’s own works (which were examined in Chapter 5) and 

the works of his immediate disciples (analysed in Chapter 6), that Sankara and most of 

his disciples (Totaka, SureSvara and Padmapada) were not sa/va, yet Sankara is 

projected as a sa/va in hagiographic works, which began to be produced around the 

fourteenth century. In Chapter 6 it was proposed that Sankara, who was relatively 

unknown during his lifetime and for several centuries after, was projected as an 

incarnation of Siva by hagiographers in the image of their Vijayanagara patrons, who—in 

common with other regents of the Deccan between the eighth and fifteenth 

century—were initiated into Saivism by sa/va ra/a-gurus. This established Sankara’s 

reputation as a sa/va, yet, as mentioned, the hagiographies generally fail to provide the 

key features central to DasanamT identity, namely that Sankara founded four m athas and 

an order of ascetics.

In Chapter 6 it was also shown how the early Vijayanagara regents patronised 

SmgerT from the mid-fourteenth century, effectively establishing a lineage and a matha 

that represented a ‘new’ orthodox form of ac/va/ta Saivism. However, it was evinced that 

there is no historical evidence to associate Sankara with the founding of a matha at any 

of the places now recognised as Sankarite p lthas, including 6rngeff. In this chapter 

(Chapter 7) political developments during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have 

been analysed, and it has been proposed that these developments provide an entirely 

adequate context for understanding the formation of an identity for a Hindu sect such as 

the DasanamTs. It was during this period that militant akhadas of all the sects formed, 

and it was proposed that the structure of DasanamT identity may have been significantly 

influenced by the model of sectarian identity that had been developed by SufT orders, 

who during this period exercised significant influence within the dominant Islamicate 

polities of north India. Through the creation of an orthodox DasanamT identity, with 

param paras receding to Sankara, lineages of both militant naga sam nyasls and those 

pertaining to the monastic tradition were forged into a sect with an identity, gaining 

added prestige from being founded by someone who was, by then, a famous Brahman 

sam nyasl It has been proposed that the tradition embodied in the Mathamnayas is most



probably a contrived but convenient fiction.
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APPENDIX 1

Numbers and percentages of orthodox, reformist and radical sacfht/^

1.1 The chart below constitutes an overview of Tripathi’s (1978:156, 242-249) 
research regarding satffwseoXs active in the state of Uttar Pradesh during the time of his 
sociological investigation. The survey covers a total of 500 sac/Z/u-s in various sects.

[(V): va/snava. (S): sa/va, (N): n/rgun/\

Orthodox sects No.

27. Kapalika (S) 1

28. Sakta (S) 4

Total: 354

Orthodox sects No. %
1. Sri Sampradaya (V) 25 5.0

2. NimbarkT (V) 21 4.2

3. Brahma Sampradaya (V) 20 4.0

4. Madhva Gaudiya (V) 24 4.8

5. RamanandT (V) 33 6.6

6. Vallabhacaff (V) 27 5.4

7. SakhT (V) 3 0.6

8. UdasI (V) 5 1.0

9. Swami Narayan (V) 5 1.0

10. DhamT (V) 3 0.6

11. DharnTsvarT (V) 1 0.2

12. Mahanubhava (V) 2 0.4

13. HarTscandT (V) 3 0.6

14. MalukdasT (V) 1 0.2

15. ParinamT (V) 4 0.8

16. Rasik (V) 2 0.4

17. Parasrami (V) 1 0.2
18. Radha Vallabhi (V) 6 1.2

19. Radha RamnT (V) 4 0.8

20. DasanamT (S) 60 12.0

21. Kanphata (S) 60 12.0
22. AghorT (S) 10 2.0

23. Lingayat (S) 10 2.0

24. KTnaramT (S) 10 2.0

25. KaralihgT (S) 5 1.0

26. Ganpatya (S) 4 0.8

%

0.2

0.8

70.8
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Reformist sects No. %
1. Brahma Kumaff (N) 5 1.9
2. KabTr (N) 5 1.0
3. Dadu (N) 5 1.0

4. Nirmala (N) 5 1.0

5. Bhagat (N) 1 0.2
6. Baba Lafl (N/V) 3 0.6
7. Caran DasT (V) 3 0.6
8. DariyadasT (N) 1 0.2
9. NirankarT (N/V) 4 0.8
10. Kayam (N) 1 0.2

11. Radha Soami (N) 5 1.0
12. Dariya (N) 5 1.0
13. GhTsa (N) 4 0.8
14 GarTbdasT (N) 5 1.0

15. GulabdasI (N) 4 0.8
16. Lai (N/V) 3 0.6

17. NangT (N/V) 2 0.4
18. NiranjanT (N/S) 5 1.0
19. Namdhaff (N) 5 1.0
20. NirankarT (N) 4 0.8

21. Paltu SahabT (N) 1 0.2
22. Prem PrakasT (N) 4 0.8
23. Pa nap (N/V) 3 0.6
24. RaidasT (V) 1 0.2
25. Ram SanehT (N/V) 4 0.8
26. Siva Narayani (N/S) 5 1.0
27. Satta NamT (N) 1 0.2
28. STta RamT (N/V) 4 0.8
29. Sadh (N) 1 0.2
30. Saheb (N) 4 0.8
31. Suthara (N) 3 0.6
32. Seva (N) 2 0.4

Reformist sects No. %

33. Bavari (N) 2 0.4

34. Sivoham (S) 20 4.0

35. Sat Sain (S) 10 2,0

Total: 140 28
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Radical Sects No. %

1. Ananda MargT (N) 2 0.4

2. Muni SamajT (N) 2 0.4

3. KumbhT Patia (S) 2 0.4

Total: 6 1 2

Grand total: 500 100

1.2 The chart below comprises the various sects who were resident in the ascetic 

matha-s of Benares in 1968, as published by Sinha and Saraswati (1978:51).

(S) = sa/va. (V) = va/snava, (SK) = s/kh

Male Female Total

1. DandT (S) (DasanamT) 237 2 239

2. Naga (S) (DasanamT) 85 6 91

3. Paramahamsa (S) (DasanamT) 288 8 296

4. Ramanandi (V) 253 5 258

5. Ramanuji (V) 75 5 80

6. Nimbarka (V) 10 28 38

7. Madhva (V) 1 0 1

8. Gaudiya (V) 3 0 3

9. VisnusvamT (V) 30 0 30

10. KabTrpanthi (V) 35 1 34

11. GarTbdasi (V) 5 1 6

12. Dadupanthi (V) 2 0 2

13. GhTsa (V) 3 0 3

14. SwamTnarayan (V) 15 0 15

15. Gorakhpanthi 3 0 3

16. Nirmala (SK) 15 0 15

17. Udasin (SK) 79 0 79

18. Nihahg Sikh (SK) 10 0 10

19. Bauddha 5 0 5

20 (Others) 35 41 76
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1.3 Calculations for an estimate of the number of DasanamT sadhu-s 

(dandf paramahamsaand naga)

Hartsuiker (1993:122) gives a figure of five million for the number of sadhu-s, without, 

however, citing a source for that estimate. If that figure were approximateiy accurate it 

would indicate that sadhu-s, at the time of writing, would have constituted just under

0.5% of the population of India, which at the time was around 930 million. Crooke (1896, 

Vol. 2: 261) cites the Punjab report of 1891 which lists the number of DasanamT Gosains 

in forty-six places in north-west India, most of which are now in the state of Uttar Pradesh. 

103,320 DasanamTs are recorded, of whom 55,347 are male, and 47,973 are female. 

The total population of the province in 1891 is recorded as 46,905,085 (1896, Vol. 1: clix) 

of whom 623,506 are ‘Fakir1. According to these figures, DasanamTs would have 

constituted approximately 16% of the renunciate population of north-west India and

0.23% of the general population. These figures are not so different from the estimates 

arrived at for the percentages of DasanamTs in relationship to other sects but would 

indicate a figure of approximately one half that of the figure estimated previously for the 

entire renunciate population.

Briggs (1982:4-6) made a useful, if somewhat disorganised, survey of 

Government Census statistics concerning ‘Jogis1, ‘FaqTrs1 and ‘Mendicants’. The census 

returns for 1901 {Census o f /nd/a, Vol.1, part 2, Tah/es, pp. 283, 288, 301) enumerate 

436,803 Hindu FaqTrs; 659,891 Hindu JogTs; 43,139 Muhammadan JogTs; 45,463 Hindu 

Naths (Kanphata). This makes a total of 1,185,296 ascetics. According to the census, the 

population of India was at that time around 200 million, so ascetics would have 

constituted around 0.5% of the Indian population, a similar figure reached above by 

rough calculation for today. If Tripathi’s (1978:156) figure of 12% is accurate for the 

percentage of sadhu-s who are DasanamTs, and if we assume that the relative 

percentages of members belonging to the different sects remains approximately the 

same (even if the total number of sadhu-s has declined since the time of Tripathi’s work 

in the early 1970s), then the total number of DasanamT sadhu-s would these days be 

around 600,000. However, this figure seems too high. An indicator of the possible size of 

the DasanamT population would be the fact that at the Ujjain Kumbha Mela in 1992, the 

Juna akhada, one of the largest sub-branches of the sect, initiated around 3,000 new 

samnyasFs (Hartsuiker 1993:64), Bedi and Bedi (1991:85) comment that over 2,500 

sadhu-s were initiated into the JQna akhada at the 1989 Kumbha Mela at Allahabad.
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Nearly all initiations into all branches of the DasanamTs, through the samnyasa rite, are 

performed at the Kumbha Melas at Haridvar, Prayaga (Allahabad) or Ujjain, over a 

periodic cycle of (almost) twelve years. If, at a rough guess, bearing in mind the relative 

sizes of the sub-branches of the DasanamTs, perhaps 7,000 or 8,000 men take 

samnyasa in total on each occasion, then every twelve years there would be around 

20,000 to 25,000 new DasanamT samnyasFs. Given an average lifespan of sixty or 

seventy years, a figure of around 100,000 would be reached.
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APPENDIX 2

Sri Mathamnayasetu, Mahanusasanam, Sesamnaya1

Sri Mathamnayasetu

Sarada Mathamnayah

1. prathamah pascimamnayah saradamatha ucyate I 

kltavarah sampradayas tasya tTrtha^ramau pade II

2. dvarakakhyam hi ksetram syad devah siddhesvarah I 

bhadrakalT tu devT syad acaryo visvarupakah2 II

3. gomatTtlrtham amalam brahmacarT svarupakah I 

samavedasya vakta ca tatra dharmam samacaret II

4. jTvatmaparamatmaikya bodho yatra bhaviSyati I 

tattvam asi mahavakyam gotro ’vigata ucyate II

5. sindhusauvTrasaurastramaharastras tathantarah I

desah pascimadikstha ye saradamathabhaginah II

6. trivenTsangame tTrthe tattvamasyadi laksane I3

snayattattvartha bhavena tTrthanamnasa ucyate II

7. asrama-grahane praudha asapasa-vivarjitah I

1 The Sanskrit texts (including verse numbers) presented below are as contained in Mishra (2001:1-52). 
Several typographical errors have been corrected, and variant readings of words and phrases are 
occasionally substituted from other versions of matMmnaya'̂ , notably Sarma’s (1963:642-652), where 
Mishra's text is unclear. For the translation, Mishra's (2001:1-52) English translation was consulted, as 
was that of Dazey (1987:577-602), and the Hindi translations of Upadhyay (1967:601-617) and MiSra 
(1996:33—57). In the various published versions of the mathamnaya1s the order of some of the verses is 
different, even though the content is substantially similar; this has been indicated in the footnotes. The 
published versions of the mat/jamnaya-s (given below) generally follow the verse order of either Sarma 
(1963) or Mishra (2001). fT =line; ‘v' =verse.]

Matfiamnaya-% or extracts from them, are contained in the following Hindi publications: Sarma 
(1963:642-652); Upadhyay (1967:601-617); Vidyanand Giri (1993:60-65); Mi£ra (1996:33-57); 
Sadanand BrahmacarT (2001:24-26); Puff (2001:44-48); Haridvar Giri (n.d.:66-69). The 
Matha/jmayopanisad(a short version of the Mathamnayasetu is published in Un-Pub/ished Upanisads 
(Kunhan Raja 1933:48^49). Antarkar (2001:72) refers to versions I have not seen: Mathamnaya-stotram 
and Mathamnayasetu (ed. Bodas), Sffrahgam: Vani Vilas Press (1954-1958; 1975). Three English 
publications contain Mathamnaya-s: Aiyer and Sastri (1962:49-57, 102, 110); Chakraborty
(1973:180-181), which contains two short sections; and Mishra (2001:1-52), which contains an 
appendix (Appendix 2:59-61) that compares the verses of three published versions of Mathamnaya-s, 
those of Sarma (1963), Upadhyay (1967), and Kamesvar Nath Misra (1996). See Bibliography for further 
details.
2 Hastamalaka (Upadhyay, v. 2)
1 w . 6-8 = I. 1-4 in Chakraborty (1973:180).
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yatayata-vinirmukta evaSrama ucyate4 II

8. kTtadayo visesena varyante yatra jantavah I 

bhutanukampaya nityam kTtavarah sa ucyate II

9. sva-svarupam vijanati svadharma-paripalakah I 

svanande kffdate nityam svarupo batur ucyate II

Govardhana Mathamnavah

10. purvamnayo dvitTyah syad govardhanamathah smrtah Is 

bhogavarah sampradayo vanaranye pade smrte II

11. purusottamam tu ksetram syaj jagannatho ’sya devata I 

vimalakhya hi devT syad acaryah padmapadakah II

12. tlrtham mahodadhih proktam brahmacaff prakasakah I 

mahavakyam ca tatra syat prajhanam brahma cocyate II

13. rgvedapathanam caiva kasyapo gotram ucyate I 

angavangakalingas ca magadhotkalabarbarah I 

govardhanamathadhTna desah pracT vyavasthitah II

14. suramye nirjane sthane vane vasam karoti yah I6 

asabandhavinirmukto vananama sa ucyate II7

15. aranye samsthito nityam anande nandane vane I 

tyaktva sarvam idam vi^vam aranyam parikTrtyate II

16. bhogo visaya ityukto varyate yena jTvinam I 

sampradayo yatTnan ca bhogavarah sa ucyate II

17. svayam jyotir vijanati yogayuktivtearadah I 

tattvajnanaprakasena tena proktah prakasakah II

4 “esa" (Upadhyay, v. 7); "etad a^rama laKsanam" (Chakraborty, I. 4),
5 A few lines of a mathamnaya pertaining to the Govardhan matha that are not to be found in other 
texts, even though the information contained therein is substantially similar, are included by Chakraborty 
(1973:181):
“govardhana-mathe ramye vimalapTtha sahgake I 
purvamnaye bhogavare §ffmat-ka£yapa-gotrajah II 
madhyavasya sutah Sffman sanandana iti Srutah I 
praka^a-brahmacari ca .rgvedT sarva^astra-vit I 
^ffpadmadah prathamacaryatvenabhyasicyata II"
6 "suramya nirjane deSe vasam nityann karoti yah" (Chakraborty, I. 5).
7 “a§apa§avinirmukto vananama sa ucyate" (Chakraborty, I. 6).



Jvotir Mathamnavah

18. trtTyas tuttaramnayo jyotir nama matho bhavet I 

srTmathaS ceti va tasya namantaram udTritaim IIs

19. anandavaro vijfteyah sampradayo ’sya siddhidah I 

padani tasya khyatani giriparvatasagarah II

20. badaffkasramah ksetram devo narayanah smrtah I 

purnagirte ca devT syad acaryas totakah smrtah II

21. tlrtham ca alakanandakhyam9 anando brahmacary abhut I 

ayam atma brahma ceti mahavakyam udahrtam II

22. atharvavedavakta ca bhrgvakhyam gotram ucyate I 

kurukasmlrakambojapancaladivibhagatah I 

jyotirmathavasa desa ucfTcTdigavasthitah II

23. vaso girivane nityam gltadhyayanatatparah I10 

gambhlracalabuddhis ca11 girinama sa ucyate II

24. vasan parvatamulesu praudhatri jhanam vibharti yah I12 

sarasaram vijanati parvatah parikTrtyate II

25. tattvasagara-gambhlra-jnanaratnaparigrah I13 

maryadam vai na langhyeta sagarah parikTrtyate II14

26. anando hi vilasas ca varyate yena jfvinam I 

sampradayo yatTnam ca anandavarah sa ucyate II

27. satyam jfianamanantam yo nityam dhyayet tattvavit I 

svanande ramate caiva anandah parikTrtyate II

SrnaerT Mathamnavah

28. cathurtho daksinamnayah srngerT tu matho bhavet I 

sampradayo bhurivaro bhurbhuvo gotram ucyate II

29. padani trTni khyatani sarasvatT bharatT purT I

 ramesvarahvayam ksetram adivarahadevata II
8 “anandavaro vijneyah sampradadayo ’sya siddhikrt" (Sarma, p. 649, v. 7).
0 “tlrthamtvalakanandakhyam nandakhyo... (Sarma, p. 649, v. 9).
10 “vaso girivare(?) nityam gTtabhyase hi tatparah" (Chakraborty, I. 9).
11 ... “vuddhteca”... (Chakraborty, I. 10).
12 ‘Vaset parvatamulesu praudho yo dhyana-tatparah” (Chakraborty, I. 11).
15 “vaset sagaragambhlre dhanaratna-parigrahah" (Chakraborty, I. 13).
14 “maryadaSchanalanghyena sagarah parikTrtitah" (Chakraborty, I. 14).
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30. kamaksT tasya davT syat sarvakamaphala-prada I 

hastamalaka15 acaryas tungabhadreti tTrthakam II

31. caitanyakhyo brahmacaff yajurvedasya pathakah I 

aham brahmasmi tatraiva mahavakyam samlritam II

32. andhradravidakarnatakeraladiprabhedatah I 

SmgeryadhTna desas te hy avacldigavasthitah il

33. svarajnanarato16 nityam svaravadl kavlsvarah I 

samsarasagarasara hanta ’sau hi sarasvatT II17

34. vidyabharena sampurnah sarvabharam parityajan I18 

duhkhabharam na janati bharatT parikTrtyate19!I

35. jnanatattvena sampurnah purnatattvapade20sthitah I 

parabrahmarato nityam puffnama sa ucyate II21

36. bhuriSabdena sauvarnyam varyateyena jTvinam I 

sampradayo yatlnatin ca bhurivarah sa ucyate II

37. cinmatram caityarahitam anantam ajaram sivam I 

yo janati sa vai vidvan caitanyam tad vidhTyate II

Mahanusasanam22

38. maryadaisa suvijneya caturmathavidhayinl I

tarn etam samupasritya acaryah sthapitah kramat II23

39. amnayah kathita hy ete yatTnam ca prthak prthak I24

15 Suresvara (Upadhyaya, p. 608, v. 3); PfthvTdhara (Sarma, p. 649, v. 13). Sarma identifies PrthvTdhara 
as Hastamaiaka.
16 "svarajftanava^o”... (Chakraborty, I. 15).
17 “samsara-sagare sarabhijho ya sa sarasvatT ’’ (Chakraborty, I. 16).
18 Mishra’s alternative rendering of terms are utilised in this line, which corresponds to Chakraborty, I. 17.
10 “parikTrtitah" (Chakraborty, I. 18),
20 “tattve" (Chakraborty, I. 19).
21 = Chakraborty, I. 20.
22 Sarma’s version of the Mahanugasanam omits w . 38 and 65. Most of the verses of this text also 
appear in Sarma’s Mathamnayasetu (pp. 649-650, w . 21-48), which has several verses (14, 15, 16, 
44) not contained in Mishra’s version of that text. Upadhyay (pp. 609-612) includes v. 38 (of the text 
above) as the last verse of the Srhgeff mathanwaya\ and begins the Mahanusasanam at v. 39. MiSra 
(1996:49-57) includes most of the verses of the MahanuSasanam in the latter part of the Sesamnaya 
(subsequent to v. 10),
23 v, 38 =Sarma, p. 649, Ma/hamnayase/u, v. 21.
24 "ukta^catvara amnaya yatTnam hi prthak prthak I te sarve caturacaryaniyogena yathavidhi II” (Sarma, 
Ma/hamnayasa/u, v. 14.
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taih sarvate caturacaryairniyogena25 yathakramam II26

40. prayoktavyah svadharmesu sasanlyas tato ’nyatha I 

kurvantu eva satatam atanam dharanTtale II27

41. viruddhacaranapraptav acaryanarp samajfiaya I 

lokan samsllayanty eva svadharmapratirodhatah li

42. sva-svarastrapratisthityai sancarah suvidhTyatam I 

mathe tu niyato28 vasa acaryasya na yujyate II29

43. varnasrama-sadacara asmabhir ye prasadhitah I 

raksanTyah sadaivaite sva-sva-bhage 30yathavidhi II

44. yato vinastir mahatl dharmasyasya31 prajayate I 

mandyam santyajyam evatra daksyam eva samasrayet II

45. parasparavibhage tu na pravesah kadacana I 

parasparena kartavya hy acaryena vyavasthitih II

46. maryadaya vinasena lupyeran niyamah subhah I 

kalahangarasampattir atastam32 parivarjayet II

47. parivrad aryamaryado mamakmam yathavidhi I 

catuspTthadhigam sattam prayuhjyac ca prthak p.rthak II

48. sucir jitendriyo veda-vedahgadi-visaradah I 

yogajhah sarvasastranam sa madasthanam apnuyat II33

49. uktalaksana-sampannah syac cen matpTthabhag bhavet I 

anyatharudhapTtho ’pi nigraharho manTsinam II

50. na jatu matham ucchindyad adhikariny upasthite I 

vighnanam api bahulyad esa dharmah sanatanah II

51. asmatpTthe34 samarudhah parivrad uktalaksanah I 

aham eveti vijneyo yasya deva iti sruteh II35

52. eka evabhisecyah36 syad ante laksana-sammatah I

25 “sarve" (Mishra),
26 “te sarve caturacarya nfyogena yathakramam" (Upadhyay, pp. 612, v. 1). w . 39-64 (above) =Mi£ra,
S&samnaya, w . 48-73.
27 vv. 40^4-1 =Sarma, w . 15-16.
28 "nityam" (Sarma, v. 22).
20 w . 42-49 =Sarma, Mathamnayasetu, w . 22-29..
10 "raksarnyasta evaite sva sve...” (Sarma,v. 23; Upadhyay, p. 613, MahanuSasanam, v. 5).
31 "...dharmasyatra...(Sarma, v. 24).
32 subs., from Sarma, v, 26.
33 '"...tantrahanY’ (Sarma, Mathamnayas&tu, v. 28); "...§astranam sa madasthanam apnuyat" (?) (Mishra).
34 “...pTthe...” (Sarma, v. 31).
35 v. 51 =Sarma, Mathamnayasetu, v. 31; Upadhyay, p. 614, MahanuSasanam, v. 13.
36 "...evavisecyah" (?) (Mishra).
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tattatpTthe kramenaiva na bahu yujyate kvacit II37

53. sudhanvanah samautsukyanivrttyai dharmahetave I 

devarajopacarams ca yathavad anupalayet II38

54. kevalam dharmam uddi§ya vibhavo brahmacetasam I 

vihitas copakaraya padmapatranayam vrajet II

55. sudhanva hi maharajas tathanye ca nareSvarah I 

dharmaparampaffmetam palayantu nirantaram II

56. caturvarnyam yathayogyam vanmanah kayakarmabhih I39 

guroh pTtham samarceta vibhaganukramena vai II

57. dharam alambya rajanah prajabhyah karabhaginah I 

krtadhikara acarya dharmatas tadvad eva hi II

58. dharmo mulam manusyanam sa ca acaryavaiambanah I 

tasmad acaryasumaneh sasanam sarvato (a)dhikam II

59. tasmat sarvaprayatnena sasanam sarva-sammatam I40 

acaryasya visesena hy audaryabharabhaginah II

60. acaryaksipta dandas tu kftva papani manavah I 

nirmalah svargamayanti santah sukrtino yatha II41

61. ity evarn manur apy aha gautamo 'pi vteesatah I42 

visista-sistacaro 'pi mulad eva prasiddhyati II

62. tan acaryopadesaS ca rajadanda§ ca palayet I 

tasmad acarya-rajanavanavadyau na nindayet II43

63. dharmasya44 paddhatir hy esa jagatah sthitihetave I 

sarvavarnasramanam hi yathasastram vidhTyate II46

64. krte vi^vagurur brahma tretayam rsisattamah I 

dvapare vyasa eva syat kalav atra bhavamy aham II

65. mathas catvara acarya catvara§ ca dhurandharah I

17 V. 52 =Sarma, Matfiamnayasetu, v. 52; Upadhyay, v. 14.
33 w . 53-55 =Sarma, Mat/iamnayasetu, w . 32-34; Upadhyay, w . 14—17.
39 w . 56-58 =Sarma, Mat/iamnayasetu, w . 40-42; Upadhyay, w . 18-20. (References to Sarma below
are to the Mathamnayasetu’)
40 v. 59 =Sarma, v. 46; Upadhyay, v. 21.
41 v. 60 =5arma, v. 43; Upadhyay, v. 22.
42 v. 61 =Sarma, v. 45; Upadehyay, v. 23.
43 v. 62 =Sarma, v, 44; Upadhyay, v. 24.
44 "dharmapaddhatiresa..." (Sarma, v. 47).
45 v. 63 =Sarma, v, 47; Upadhyay, v. 25).
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sampradayas ca catvara esa dharmavyavasthitih II46 

Sesamnaya47

66. athordhvam £esa amnayas te vijfianauka-vigrahah I 

paficamas turdhva amnayah sumerumatha ucyate I 

sampradayo ’sya kasT syat satyajha nab hide pade II

67. kailasah ksetramity uktarn devata ’sya niranjanah I 

devT maya tathacarya Tsvaro ’sya praklrtitah II

68. tTrtham tu manasam proktam brahmatattvavagahi tat I 

tatra samyogamatrena samnyasam samupasrayet II

69. suksmavedasya vaktva ca tatra dharma samacaret I 

sasthah svatmakhya amnayah paramatma matho mahan II

70. sattvatosah sampradayah padam yogam anusmaret I 

nabhah sarovaram ksetram48 parahamsa ’sya devata II

71. devT syan manasl maya acarya^ cetanahvayah I 

triputTtlrtham utkfstam49 sarvapunyapradayakam II

72. bhava pasavinasaya samnyasam tatra ca aSrayet I 

vedantavakyavakta ca tatra samacaret II

73. saptamo ntekalamnyayah sahasrarkadyutir mathah I 

sampradayo (a)sya sacchisyah sffguroh paduke pade II

74. tatranubhutih ksetram syad visvarupo (a)sya devata I 

devT cicchaktinamnT hi acaryah sadguruh smrtah II

75. sacchastrasravanam tTrtham jaramrtyuvinasakam I 

purnanandaprasadena samnyasatri tatra casrayet II50

48 v, 65 =Sarma, v. 39. Sarma’s text concludes: "iti SrTmatparamhamsaparivrajakacarya srTmacchankara 
bhagavatkrtau mathamnaya^catvarah samaptah”. [Thus are the four-fold mathamnaya-s, written by the 
honourable, paramhamsa ascetic, SrT Sankara Bagavat, completed.]
47 This section of text is referred to as ‘Mathamnayasetu’ by Sarma; as ‘Sesamnaya’ by Upadhyay (pp. 
310-311). Mi3ra appends this text to the previous section.
48 “nabhikundali” (the centre of the coil) is given as the ksetraty Kunhan Raja (1933:40).
40 The tfrtfta is given as Trikuti by Kunhan Raja.
60 Kunhan Raja’s text {Mathanmayopan/sat) also details seven amnaya-s (the four standard amnaya-s, 
and three other a&sam/?ayas). The main details of all seven amnayas are similar to those presented 
above.
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TRANSLATION 

Sffmathamnayasetu [The division of the revered traditions]

Sarada Mathamnava

1. The first is the western tradition (amnaydf. The monastery [mathd) is called 

Sarada. Its sampradaya51 is kftavara, The \$atpnyas/n] names ['titles’ pada\ are 

Tfrtha [holy ford] and ASrama [hermitage].

2. The ksetra is Dvaraka. The male deity is prescribed as SiddheSvara,

The female deity is Bhadrakalf. The [first] aca/ya is VisvarGpaka,52

3. The tfrtha is the pure GomatT [river], the brahmacarF [name] is Svarupaka; 

and he is a reciter of the Samaveda; he should observe the dftarm atherein.

4. There will be known the unity of JFvatmanzxYi paramatman,

“Tattvamasi"53 is the mahavakya. The gotra m called Avigat.

5. Sindhu, SauvTra, Saurastra, Maharastra and other places also

are the territories in the western direction apportioned to the Sarada matha,

6. Tattvamasi ” is the figurative meaning of the trrtha at the confluence of the three 

rivers. He who bathes there, in the essence of that saying, is called Tfrtha.

7. He who is mature, who has shunned the noose of desire, is seized of [the 

condition of] Asrama. Free from coming and going, only he is called rAsrama’.

8. Through [the distinction of] compassion for insects [k/?4> he shoos away [living] 

beings [from] there. From [his] compassion for living beings, he is always called 
KTtavara.

9. He who knows himself is surrounded and protected by his own dbarma.

He always amuses himself in his own bliss. A young lad [a Brahman brabmacar/] 

is called Svarupa.

Govardhana Mathamnava

10. The second tradition is the eastern, prescribed as the Govardhana matha.

The sampradaya is Bhogavara. The \samnyast\ titles prescribed are Vana [forest]

61 For the sense of specific terms used in the mathamnayas, see Chapter 5.2-6.3.
62 Hastamalaka (Upadhyay, v. 2).
53 "You are that".
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and Aranya [jungle],

11. The ksetra is Purusottama [and] its male deity is Jagannath.

The female deity is Vimala. The [first] aca/ya is Padmapadaka.

12. The tfrth a is proclaimed as the ocean.The brahm acarf [name] is Prakasaka.

And the m ahavakyathere is “Prajnanam Brahma".54

13. The Rgveda is studied, [and] the gotra  is called Kasyapa.

Ahga, Vahga, Kalihga, Magadha, Utkala and Barbara are the territories situated in 

the east, presided over by the Govardhan matha.

14. He who makes [his] dwelling a place in a uninhabited forest 

is free from the ties of hope, [and] is called Vana.

15. Situated in the jungle, he dwells in eternal bliss in a sylvan paradise.

Having renounced this whole world, he is called Aranya [jungle].55

16. He keeps a distance from peoples’ so-called pleasures and sensual enjoyments. 

And the sam pradaya of the ascetics [ya t/) is called Bhogavara.

17. He who is proficient in the practice of yoga, producing light within himself, in the 

manifestation of knowledge of reality, is called Prakasa.

Jvotir Mathamnava

18. The third tradition is the northern tradition of the matha called Jyotir.

It is also [called] SrI-Matha, which is its other name.

19. The sampradaya is known as Anandavara, which confers perfection.

Its titles {pad) are called Giri, Parvata and Sagara.

20. The ksetra is Badrikasrama; the male deity is [to be remembered as]

Narayana, and the female deity is Purnagiri. Its [first] acarya is [to be 

remembered as] Totaka.56

21. The tfrtha  is the Alaknanda [river]. Ananda is the brahm acarf [name].

“Ayamatma Brahma’’ 57 is the mahavakya,

22. The Atharva Veda is spoken, [and] the gotra  is said to be Bhfgu.

The [territory] apportioned is Kuru, KasmTr, Kamboja, Pancala, etcetera.

Other territories situated in the north are also included under the authority of the

54 “Knowledge is brahma"
55 “laksanam kila" (Chakraborty, I. 8, instead of “parikTryate”).
“  “Trotaka" (Sarma, p. 649, v. 9).
57 “The self is Brahma".
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Jyotir matha.

23. Living in the forests and hills, he is eternally egaged in the study of the Gita.

[He is] thoughtful, steadfast, wise, and is called Giri.

24. He who lives in the mountain valley, his knowledge is mature.

He knows the quintessence of everything [and] is called Parvata [mountain]

25. He grasps the gem of knowledge [in] the deep ocean [sagara].

He who verily never exceeds his [moral or juridical] limits is called Sagara.

26. He distances himself from the pleasures and enjoyments of the world [living 

beings]. The sam pradaya of the ascetics [here] is called Anandavara,

27. [The ascetic] knows the truth [which is] the culmination of knowledge [and] always 

thinks about truth. He enjoys the delight in himself and is called Ananda.

Srnaeff Mathamnava

28. The fourth tradition, then, is [that of] the SrhgerT matha.

The sam pradaya is Bhurivara [and] the gotra  is BhGrbhuva.

29. The three titles \pad4  are named SarasvatT, BharatT and Puff.

The ksetra is called Ramesvara [and] the male deity is Adi Varaha.

30. Its female deity is KamaksT, who bestows the fruits of all desire.

Hastamalaka58 is the [first] aca/ya [and] the Tungabhadra [river] is the tfrtha.

31. The brahm acarf name is Caitanya; he recites the Yajurveda.

The mahavakyaXo be uttered there is “Aham Brahmasmi".59

32. Andhra, Dravida, Karnataka, Kerala, etcetera , are the apportioned territories 

which are included as being subect to [the authority] of SrhgerT.

33. Always intent upon self-control, uttering [the mantra] strar, a lord amongst poets, 

the defeater of the entire ocean of worldly existence, he is called SarasvatT.

34. He who is full of the weight of knowledge, he relinquishes the burden of 

everything. He does not know the burden of suffering, and is called BharatT.

35. [He] filled with true knowledge, established in a condition filled with truth, [and] 

always gratified in the highest Brahman, is called Puff [town].

36. He who utters correct sounds [speaks truly], through many words, keeps a 

distance from the [beings of] the world. The sam pradaya of the ascetics [here] is

 called Burivara,______
68 See fn.16.
69 “I am Brahma",
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called Burivara.

37. Consciousness, freed from mental fluctuations, is infinite, undecaying,

[and] auspicious. He who knows this is verily wise, [and] he is called Caitanya.

Mahanusasanam [The Great Instruction].

38. This rule giving the instruction for the four matha-s is to be well discerned. The 

acarya-s [who are] established in succession, are to be supported by this rule.

39. The traditions {amr/ayd) of the ascetics, which are declared, are [to be] separately 

distinguished. All of these four aca/ya-s, through [this] injunction, [are to be 

apponted] in succession.

40. [People], engaged otherwise, should be made to perform their own dharma-s, 

under this order. They [the acarya-s] should constantly wander on the surface of 

the earth.

41. If people engage in forbidden conduct, they should be guided in [the non

obstruction of] good conduct of their own dharma\ by the the aca/ya-s.

42. Each one properly abiding in his own territory, wandering around is to be 

practised. The acarya should not make a permanent residence in a matha.

43. We have clearly presented the [rules for] the virtuous conduct of varna and 

asrama: According to [this] injunction, the rules should be preserved by each 

\aca/yd[ in his own area.

44. Since the great destruction of dharma is produced by this [failure to uphold 

dharma\, indolence should be renounced, [and] one should just rely on skill [and 

ability].

45. There should be no intrusion into one another’s territory at any time. [This] should 

be mutually observed, arranged by [each] aca/ya.

46. If, through the destruction of the boundaries, these auspicious injunctions are 

violated, [then] then the embers of strife [will] be fanned [aggravated], [which] 

should be avoided.

47. The wandering ascetic, according to [this] injunction, [should observe] the 

boundary [established by me], [and] the separate existence [i.e. non-interference] 

enjoined upon the four p/tha-s.

48. He who is pure, a master of his senses, [and] proficient in the Veda and Vedahga, 

etcetera^ [and] is a knower of yoga [and] all dastra-s, he should obtain our rank
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and position.

49. A perfected person, who has the aforementioned qualities, should be entitled to 

my pftha. Otherwise, even one who has ascended the pftha  [who does not have 

the requisite qualities] may be restrained by the wise.

50. A qualified person who is installed at the m atha should never be uprooted [from 

there], even should many difficulties arise. This is the eternal dharma.

51. The wandering ascetic, who has the aforementioned qualities, [and] who ascends 

our pftha^ he should be known by [his saying] "It is I", as one hears it said <{yasya 

deva" (lord of whom).60

52. in the end, only one [aca/ya\ who has the [agreed upon] characteristic is [to be] 

anointed [as aca/ya\, [This is to be done] at each pftha, [and] only in succession; 

[and] there should not be more [than one aca/ya[ anywhere.

53. [Like] [king] Sudhanva,61 possessed of the enthusiasm for the cause of dharma in 

creation, so he should protect the reverence to gods and kings.

54. Having explained the dharma of isolation,62 he is [shown to be] powerful among 

those whose minds are directed to Brahman. Let him wander; and help [will 

be] bestowed [on him] [through his ] acting like a lotus petal.63

55. The great king Sudhanva and other rulers of men should should continuously 

protect the dharmaVc\&X is traditionally handed down.

56. The pftha  of the guru should be honoured with speech, mind, body and actions, 

according with the propriety of the four varna-s, [and] verily, [it should be occupied] 

in due succession, [and] according to the [established territorial] divisions.

57. Kings, depending on support, are entitled to taxes from their subjects. Aca/yas,

[on whom] power is conferred, are [similarly] entitled to authority with respect
to dharma.

58. Dharmaxs the root of humanity, and an aca/ya is its support.

Therefore, the instruction of a well-adorned acarya is greater than everything.

59. Therefore, the instruction [of the aca/y4, through all [his] continuous endeavour, is 

assented to by all people; the aca/ya ’s discrimination is [held] as a responsibility 
in his heart.

60. Men who have commitited sins, but who are struck by the a ca /ya 's stick [i.e.
60 A famous scriptural saying from Svetasvatara Upanfsad, 6.23: yasya deva parabhakt/ryathadave tatha
gurau...
61 A king from Kerala whom Sankara meets in the Sankara-d/g-vtjaya,
62 keva/a/p pertaining to a meditative ascetic, keva/fn.
63 Undisturbed by the muddy waters beneath.
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punished], will enter heaven pure, like people who do good.

61. Thus, in this way, also Manu and also Gautama particularly, declared. Even the 

conduct of the most learned of the learned [aca/ya-s] becomes [is made] well 

known, from the root [as it were].

62. The instruction of the aca/ya and the punishment of the king are for the welfare of 

the people. Therefore, the acarya and the king should not be criticised, and 

should be properly respected.

63. This manual on dharma is for the maintenance of the world; it is indeed enjoined 

as a dastra [scripture] upon people of all castes and stages of life.

64. In the Krta age Brahma is the world-guru; in the Treta age it is the most virtuous

/s /s  [wise seers]; in the Dvapara age it is indeed Vyasa; now, in the Kali age, it is

"I [am]’1.

65. Dharma is maintained by these [things]: the four matha-s, the four aca/ya-s (who 

bear the burden [of responsibility]), and the four sam pradayas.

Sesamnaya

66. Next, there are the [other] remaining 'heavenly1 [urdhv4 am nayah, [which are] 

distributed in the form of knowledge. The fifth amnaya is the ‘heavenly’ matha, 

called the Sumeru matha. Its sam pradaya is KasT [Banaras]; its titles \pada\ are 

distinguished as truth and knowledge.

67. The ksetra is said to be [mount] Kailas. Its male deity is Nirafijana, [and] its female

deity is Maya. And its acarya'xs worshipped as the Lord [fbvar^.

68. The tfrtha\s proclaimed as the mental one64 [manasa\, which is absorbed in the 

essence of brahman. There, through union [with brahm a/\, refuge should betaken 

in renunciation

69. The sixth am nayais one’s own self. The ‘subtle’ Veda is spoken, and there 

dharma should be observed. The great matha is the the great Self \param atm 4.

70. The sampradaya is the joy of reality; the title \pada\ is to be remembered as yoga.
The ocean of the sky is the ksetra  ̂ [and] the male deity is paraham sa65 [the

highest kind of ascetic].

71. The female deity is ManasT Maya, and the aca/ya is said to be Cetan

64 The notion of mental t/Ttha-s is also recognised in classical sources. For example, BhTsma extolls their
virtues to Yudisthira (MBh 13.111).
65 =paramafamsa
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[self/intelligence]. The tf/tha \s  TriputT which brings forth the bestowal of all merit.

72. There, one should resort to sam nyasaiox the destruction of wordly bonds, and 

the sentences of Vedanta are uttered. There, dharma xs to be practised.

73. The seventh amnaya is the Niskala [stainless?];66 the matha is Sahasrarkadhuti 

[the splendour of a thousand suns]. Its sampradaya is Sacchisya [the good 

student]; the holy footprints [or wooden sandals, paduka] of the guru is the title
1pad4,

74. The ksetra there is realisation \anuhhut/\ the male deity is Vi&varupa [the form of 

the universe]; the female deity is verily named Cit-sakti; the aca/ya is declared as 
Sadguru.

75. The tfrtha  is the hearing of sacred scripture, which is the destroyer of old-age and 

death. Through the grace of total bliss, there samnyasa is resorted to.

66 Perhaps from n/ska/anka, or from n/ska/a (to drive away).
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Whether DasanamTs reside almost permanently in a matha or asrama,, or travel, the vast 

majority will attend the Kumbha Mela (or Kumbh Parv),1 particularly a Maha (‘great’) 

Kumbha Mela at Prayag. It is the largest festival on earth, when, in recent years, up to an 

estimated fifteen million people will pass through or reside permanently during the six 

weeks of the festival.2 The main purpose is to bathe at particularly auspicious times, of 

which there are usually five during each Mela.3 Bathing at auspicious times4is believed to 

eradicate accumulated sin and, for the more mythologically minded, to confer some 

drops of the Nectar of Immortality (am /th) on the bather, The Kumbha Mela not only 

attracts pilgrims from throughout India and Nepal but is also a gathering of all major

1 The terms me/a and pa/vtoXh mean festival1 or 'occasion for religious observance’, parv being the 
term generally preferred by sampyasfs, The term kumbfta means 'pot’, and also indicates the 
astrological sign of Aquarius,
2 Bedi and Bedi (1991:114) provide the following statistics for the attendance (in millions) at the Prayaga 
Kumbha for MaunT Amavasya: 1906, (2.5); 1918, (3); 1930, (4); 1942, (1.2); 1954, (6); 1966,(7); 1977, 
(10); 1989, (15). MaunT Amavasya is the most important bath of the Mela, and also a time most 
auspicious in the Hindu calendar for offering p/nda\ox ancestor {pftr) worship,
3 The main baths for the Kumbha Mela are as follows (the dates are for the 2001 Prayaga Kumbha; 
sankrant/ is the term used for when the sun or a planet enters a new astrological sign; * indicates the 
most important baths for samayasFs). At Prayaga: Pausa PQrnima (full-moon, plus eclipse, 9th Jan.); 
Makar Sankranti* (14th Jan.); MaunT Amavasya* (24th Jan.); Basant PafiGmT* (29th Jan.); MaghT 
Purnima (8th Feb.); Maha-Sivaratri (12th Feb.). The akftada-s perform the ‘royal procession’ {daft/Ju/ud\ 
three times: Makar Sankranti,^ MaunT Amavasya, and Basant PahcmT. At Haridvar, the three most 
important baths are on: Maha-Sivaratri*; the new moon day {k/saa-amavasyd) of Aries* (Caitra); the first 
day {sankfant/) of Taurus* (VaiSakha). At Nasik: when Jupiter, Sun and Mars enter Leo (Sravana/Sirriha 
sankrant/)*\ Leo (Sravana) kpsna-amavasya *; Sravana full-moon*; Amavasya o\ Virgo* (Bhadrapada); 
EkadaST (the eleventh day of either fortnight of the lunar month) of Scorpio (Kartika). At Ujjain the most 
important baths are on; Mesa (Aries) sankrant,/*; VaiSakha (Taurus) krsna amavasya ; the full-moon of 
Vateakha. In 1921 plague broke out at Ujjain, since when there has only been one ‘royal bath’ (Puff 
2001:173). The baths for the 1980 Ujjain Mela were: 31st March (Caitra Purnima); 14th April (Mesa 
sakra/7//); 15th April (VaiSakha amavasy$\ 17th April (Aksaya TrtTya); 19th April (Sahkaracarya JayantT); 
30th April (Vaisakha Purnima) (Sarma 1980:11).
4 See Stanley (1977:27-31) for an explanation of the significance of particular astronomical events,
such as amavasya
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Hindu religious and ascetic organisations.5 For sects such as the DasanamTs, it is a 

unique occasion for a gathering of their order from far and wide, when important issues 

are discussed and decided. Sankaracaryas and all branches of the order attend, 

elections within the naga akhadas take place, and samnyasa and naga initiations are 

performed.6 The pageants of the akhadas arrive at the site, making their 'entry 

procession’ {pedvaT ju /u § , with m ahants and svam f s on decorated daises atop 

elephants (these days mostly on tractor trailers), who are garlanded by officials. They 

are accompanied by naked, sword-yielding, ash-covered naga-s blowing nagphanl (a 

serpent-shaped horn), some on horseback. At the camps of the akhada-s, hhum Fpuja 

will be performed, and the akhada flag (dvajd) will be raised fifty feet high. On the 

occasions of the main baths, the akhada m \\ make a ‘royal procession’ (sah /fu lu§  to the 

sahgam. The Mela, crowded with multitudes of men and women as you may not meet 

twice in a lifetime, has made an impression on all who have ever visited. Two of the sites, 

Haridvar and Prayag, are the location of the headquarters of six of the seven DasanamT 

akhadas (see Ch. 2.1), the military wing of the DasanamTs.

The Kumbha Mela usually takes place every three years, rotating around four

sites: at Prayag (the ‘tfrth -ra j ’), at the sahgam  of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers;7

Haridvar, on the banks of the Ganga; Ujjain, on the banks of the Sipra; and

Tryambakeswar (near Nasik), on the banks of the Godavari. £a/va naga initiations take

place in Prayag, Haridvar and Ujjain, whereas va/snava naga initiations take place at

Nasik.8 There is a tradition that Sankaracarya organised the Kumbha Mela, or that he

organised attending groups of ascetics (Krasa 1965:181). However, there is no evidence

to support this contention. We will see that both the astrological determinants of the

6 There is scant evidence in the Veda for institutionalised pilgrimage {yatra)\ Yaska’s N/rukta does not 
list pilgrimage among the meanings of yatra (Sanskrit for ’travel’), although this term became the most 
common one for pilgrimage in the Puranic period (£200-1000). Bhatta LaksmTdhara’s Krtyaka/pataru 
(‘the wish-fulfilling tree of general duties’; £.late 11th-eariy 12th cent,) was a work that exercised a great 
influence in Mithila, Bengal, and northern and western India. Discussed in the text is how to properly 
discharge the traditional triple-debt (,rnatrayd) to the seers, ancestors and gods: pilgrimage is stated to 
be one of the incumbent duties (Bharati 1963:147). On the significance of trrffta {‘Xoxfl)-yatra, Salomon 
(1979) translates and discusses a mediaeval text, TTrtfta-pratyamnayah the earliest extant version of 
which appears in the Smrtyartftasara of 3ffdhara, dating to £.1150-1200. In this text, around one 
hundred pilgrimage sites throughout India are ranked according to the amount of merit obtained by 
visiting them, the merit being evaluated in terms of both the distance to be travelled, and a 
correspondence with regimes of purification penances {krccftra ox pra/apatya-krccftn/) (see Ch. 3.1). The 
fundamental feature of the system of the TTrffta-pratyamnayaft is its emphasis on rivers, the text being 
organised around the main rivers of India.
6 The second most important Mela for the akftada-s is that at Ganga Sagar, near Calcutta, held every 
year during Makar Sankranti.
7 The extinct SarasvatT river is also said to emerge from an underground at the sahgam of the other two 
rivers.
8 The three va/snava naga akftada-s belong to the RamanandT order (see Ch. 2.1).
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festival and also the notion that the Kumbha Mela occurs at one of four sites—which has 

an explanatory myth—were most probably invented in the mid-nineteenth century.

One of the widely known mythological stories in the Hindu tradition is that of the 

‘Churning of the Ocean of Milk’ (ksfrabdhi-m anthand) and the production of the Nectar of 

Immortality (a /n /td )Q The story appears in both the Pam ayana'0 and the M ahabharata" 

and later in more or less embellished variants in the Agnf, V/snu} Brabmanda, Vayu, 

Kurma, Padma, Skanda, Matsya and Bhagavata Paranas.12 It is famously represented 

in architecture—dating from the twelfth century—at Ankor Wat in Cambodia.

The deva-s (gods), defeated by asara-s (demons) and ashamed of their 

weakness, approached Visnu, seeking rejuvenation and immortality. Visnu directed them 

to the primeval ocean that contained the secrets of life and death. The gods enlisted the 

help of the demons to churn the cosmic milk-ocean, so as to extract various boons, 

especially the am/fa, contained in its depths. Mount Mandara—said in some accounts to 

be near Mount Kailasa—was used as the churning stick. This ‘stick’ was supported on 

the back of the Tortoise King (kurm ara/a), and around it was curled Vasuki (the king of 

snakes) as a rope, whose head and tail was pulled by, respectively, the asaras and 

deva-s, to churn the ocean. After many years of churning, fumes, gases and, finally, 

deadly poison was produced. To save the situation, Siva drank the poison. ParvatT (or 

Visnu) prevented him from swallowing it, and his throat turned blue,13 hence one of his 

epithets, NTiakantha (blue-throat). Thereafter, fourteen extraordinary treasures were 

produced, including14 an aerial car ( v/mana paspaka), Airavata (the elephant), the 

Parijata tree (e /ytbr/na /nd/ba), a flying horse, a priceless jewel (.kaustubh4 , the waxing 

Moon, Rambha (one of the celestial dancers at Indra’s court), five auspicious cows 

(LaksmT, Surupa, Yamuna, SusTIa and Saurabhi), Visvakarma (the cosmic architect), and, 

lastly, Dhanavantri (the divine healer),15 holding a pot [kambbd) of amrta, which they 

handed to Indra.

0 The popular legend appeares in numerous Hindi publications; see, for example, Upadhyay (n.d). See 
Long (1976) for a discussion of the various versions of the myth and references.

Bafa-kanda 45, 14—31. For a not entirely accurate translation of the Valmlki text, see Sen 
(1988:71-73).
11 Ad/-parvap ch. 15-17. For a translation of the text as contained in the Critical Edition, see van 
Buitenen (1973).
12 For Puranic references, see Mani (1975:31-32). The Snmad Bbagavatam \Bbagavata Purana\ 
(8.6-10) (for a translation, see Prabhupada 1976) contains the most elaborate form of the myth (Long 
1976:178).
13 This part of the account, wherein gases and poison were produced, and Siva drank the poison, is not 
in the Mababbarata. (Simon Brodbeck kindly pointed this out.)
14 Accounts vary slightly on what was produced.
15 The ‘patron saint1 of the Indian medical profession.
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The deva-s and asura-s had previously agreed to share the amrta, but the deva-s 

reneged at this point and kept the whole pot for themselves, fearing the invincibility of the 

asaras should they drink the amrta. The asaras then snatched away the kumbha of 

am /ta irom  the devas, Narayana, concerned about the consequences of this, assumed 

the form of an enchanting female, MohinT, whose charms caused the asaras to loosen 

their grip on the pot. The devas snatched back the pot and started drinking the amrta. 

Rahu (the ascending node of the moon), one of the asaras, disguised himself as a deva 

in order to get a drink of the nectar. However, just as he began to sip the nectar, he was 

noticed by the Sun and the Moon who warned Narayana. Narayana cut Rahu’s throat 

with his discus, but Rahu’s head and throat became immortal and ascended to heaven, 

remaining the eternal enemy of the Sun and Moon. Meanwhile, Sukracarya (Venus), the 

preceptor of the asaras, alerted the asaras to MohinTs enchantment. The asaras 

attacked the devas and a battle ensued. There are several different accounts of what 

followed.

Pertinent to the mythology of the Kumbha Mela is the story whereby Brhaspati, the 

preceptor of the devas, assisted. This particular version of the conclusion of the fight 

between the devas and asaras underpins the mythology of the sacredness and linkage 

between the four sites. In this story, Brhaspati told Jayanta, the son of Indra, to flee with 

the am rta and hide it from the asaras. Jayanta took the form of a rook, and, assisted by 

the Sun and the Moon, fled with the kumbha, pursued by the asaras, A fight between the 

devas and asaras took place for twelve days, and depending on the account: either the 

kumbha M \ to earth at the four sites, Prayag, Haridvar, Ujjain and Nasik; or the sites were 

where Jayanta rested; or the kum bha was hidden at the four earthly sites and eight 

heavenly sites for twelve divine days (equalling twelve human years), when a few drops 

spilled en route, sanctifying the places. During the battle, the gods sent the Moon to 

prevent the pot from overflowing; the Sun to protect it from bursting; Saturn to prevent the 

contents being devoured by Jayanta; and Brhaspati to protect Jayanta from the demons, 

during which twelve-year period he was staying in the signs {ra d /) of Aquarius 

(>Kumbhd), Taurus ( i//s 4 , Leo (S/mbd) and Scorpio (fhso/kd}, hence the origin of the 

twelve-year cycle of the Kumbha Mela and the determination of the timing of the Mela
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according to the position of Jupiter.16

Whereas the story of the ‘churning of the ocean’ and the fight between the deva-s 

and asura-s is told in a number of texts, including the epics and Pnrana-s, the story of 

Jayanta and the spilling of the nectar at four places does not appear therein, 

notwithstanding current claims for the antiquity of the m e/a'1 The myth of the spilling of 

the four drops of nectar, and astrological prerequisites18 appear in two short texts—one 

referring to Haridvar and the other to Prayag—both of which are attributed to the Skanda 

P arana'9The earliest publications of these ‘Puranic’ texts are by Giri (1909) and Gauda 

(1947)20 However, they are not traceable in any other printed editions of the Skanda 

Parana (Bonazzoii 1977:115), and appear almost certainly to have been interpolated, 

most probably around 1860, if Maclean is correct about the origins of the Kumbha Mela 

(see below).

According to these texts the location for the occurrence of the Kumbha Mela is 

determined primarily according to the position of Jupiter {B rhaspa ti), in its (almost) 

twelve-year cycle. Every twelve years the Maha (‘great’) Kumbha Mela takes place at 

Prayag. This is when Jupiter (B rhaspa ti) is in Aqarius (Knmbhd) on both the Magh 

(Capricorn)21 and Mesa (Aries) sahkrantis, Some Maha Kumbha Melas are hailed as

particularly auspicious, such as the 2001 Prayag Kumbha, during which was an
16 There are also other legends of the spilling of the neotar (Dubey 1987:121; Rai 1993b:43-44; 
Nandan 2002:3-4). In one, it is Garuda who, winning the pot after a battle with the demons, is carrying 
it to Deva/okawhen the neotar drops at the sites. In another, Garuda brought the neotar from Deva/oka 
to release his mother, Vinata, from Kadru, the mother of the serpents {naga-s). Vinata was released but 
Indra stole the pot, and when fleeing the pursuing serpents spilt drops at the four sites. While the 
dropping of nectar is not found in the epio-Puranic tradition, Garuda’s bringing nectar for his mother is 
well known (MBh 1.25ff.; Ram 3.35.27; Garuda Parana 1.240.26-28; Skanda Purana4.1.55-125).
17 Evidence occasionally cited in support of an ancient Kumbha Mela includes a reference in the Vayu 
Purana (2.15.47) to "kumbha" as a holy place suitable for performing graddha rites. Dubey (1987:120) 
believes that this reference does not refer to a Kumbha Mela but to a tfrtha named Sri Kumbha on the 
SarasvatT river. Bonazzoii (1977:107) observes that a verse from the Atharva Veda (4.34.7) that states, 
“I give four pitchers {kumbh^, in four (several) places" (oaturah kumbhamdacaturdha dadamf) has been 
taken out of context by some commentators who believe this verse indicates the antiquity of the 
Kumbha Mela. Sayana (fourteenth century) commented on this verse, but made no connection with 
either Prayag or the Kumbha as a Mela, even though in his time t/rtha-yatra-s were common. It seems 
that the tradition of four Kumbha Mela sites was not current in Sayana's time. For other spurious Vedic 
references, see Bhattacharya (1977:4).
18 There is, however, no clear reference to the astrology of the Kumbha Mela in any astronomical work 
(Bhattacharya 1977:2). See Roebuck (1992) for an introduction to Indian astrology.
10 It has also been claimed that the Kumbha Mela is referred to in the Visnu Purana, but there is no 
reference in any printed edition. The astrological prerequisites have also been erroneously attributed to 
the Sivasatphita (Bhattacharya 1977:3-4).
E0 VenTrama Sarma Gauda, Kumbha parva mahatmya (KM). KaST: Vyasa Pustakalaya, Samvat 2004 
(=1947 CE), pp. 16-17. This same text appears in Swami Shriramarakrishnananda Giri’s 
Kumbhaparvan/rnayah (KN) (ed. Sitarama Sharma). Allahabad: BaghambarT Gaddi, Samvat 1965 
(=1909 CE), which is translated and discussed by Bonazolli (1977:111-115) and commented on by 
Dubey (1987:123-126) and Rai (1993b:44).
21 Also Makar in Hindi.
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astrological alignment that had not occurred for 144 years. Periodically, the Adha/Ardh 

(half) Kumbha Mela occurs at either Haridvar or Prayag, in six-yearly cycles, while every 

year the Magh Mela is held at Prayag. The Magh Mela begins at M akar Sankrant/ (on 

January 16th) and finishes on £/varatn\ ‘Siva’s night’, the main festival for Siva, held on 

the 14th day of dark half of the month of Phalgun (Pisces). The full Prayag Kumbha Mela 

takes place when Jupiter (B rhaspatf) enters Aries (Mesa, Hindi C a/t) and both the Sun 

and the Moon are in Capricorn {Mag/?4<22

According to current mythology , the Melas are held when Jupiter is in one of four 

astrological houses: Aquarius, Taurus, Leo or Scorpio. However, as may be seen from 

the scheme below, this does not exactly correspond to practice (one of the me/a-s at 

Prayag takes place when Jupiter is in Aries). The timing of the baths is also determined 

by how long Jupiter remains in each sign. The Mela at Prayag is known as the Kumbha 

Mela, at Haridvar as the Mesa Kumbha (as the festival coincides the large bath for the 

sankrant/ of Mesa), and at Ujjain and Nasik as the Simhasta (‘eight lion’) Mela.23

YEAR PLACE MONTH ASTROLOGY MELA
0 Haridvar Caitra (Aries) Jupiter in Aquarius (Kumbha), Sun and Moon in Aries. Kumbha
3 Prayag Magha (Capricorn) Jupiter in Aries (Mesa) [or Taurus (Vrsa)] Sun and Moon in

Capricorn (Magha) on the new moon day in Capricorn. Kumbha
6(a) Nasik Sravana (Leo) Jupiter in Leo, Sun and Moon in Leo (Simha). Kumbha

(b) Haridvar Caitra (Aries) Jupiter in Leo, Sun in Aries. 1/2 Kumbha

(c) Ujjain VaiSakha (Taurus) Jupiter in Leo, Sun in Aries [or Taurus], Moon in Virgo (Tula).
Kumbha

9 Prayag Magha (Capricorn) Jupiter in Scorpio (Vf£cika), Sun in Capricorn. 1/2 Kumbha

12 Haridvar Caitra (Aries) Jupiter in Aquarius, Sun and Moon in Aries. Kumbha24

Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:149-151) and Rai (1993b:47-57) note that, historically, the

22 For further details (not always consistent), see Sarkar (1958:97-98); Sinha and Sarasvati 
(1978:149-151); Dubey (1987:123-128); Rai (1993b:47-67); 'Kumb/i'-pans (2001:17-18); 
Purl (2001:167-178).
23 The scheme for the timing of the me/a-s is primarily based on the astrological configurations found in 
the dubious text of the Skancfa Purana, cited by Gauda {op. c/t KM 8-21) and Giri (qp. c/t, KN 7-9). 
Interpretations are not entirely consistent. See Bonazzoii (1977); Bhattacharya (1977:2); Sinha and 
Sarasvati (1978:149).
24 According to Gauda (cp\ c/t) there are alternative astrological determinants:
Prayaga Magha (Capricorn) Jupiter enters Taurus on the new moon day in the month of

Magha, Sun in Capricorn 
Nasik Asadha (Cancer) Jupiter, Sun and Moon in Cancer (Kafka), new moon day

[Amavasyi]
Ujjain VaiSakha (Taurus) Saturn in Libra (Tula), Sun and Moon in Taurus on the new

moon day
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Kumbha Mela fell strictly according to the cycle of Jupiter, which is 11.86 years, the 

retrograde movement taking it one house further every eighty-four years. Thus, the 

Haridvar, Prayag, Ujjain and Nasik Kumbha Melas take place sometimes eleven, twelve 

or thirteen years after a previous Mela at one or another of the sites.25 The pattern of the 

dates (CE) of the m e/as during the twentieth century is irregular (Dubey 1987:127),26 

usually following a twelve year cycle, but with eleven and thirteen year intervals, in 

consort with the cycle of Jupiter. However, the Nasik and Ujjain me/a-s are either in the 

same year or a year apart.

Although it has been suggested that the mythology and astrology linking the four 

sites of the Kumbha Mela seems to be of relatively recent origin, there are a number of 

references to each site in the Parana s. The Narada Parana ([Part 5] U ttarathaga  66.44) 

states that it is auspicious to bathe [every twelve years] in the Ganga at Haridvar when 

Jupiter is in Aquarius {Kambhd} and the Sun is in Aries.27 Hazra (1940:132) believes that 

this section of the Parana is “comparatively late" (post 1000). The Khu/ast-ut-Tawar/kh 

(34b), a description of India under Aurangzeb, written between 1693 and 1695, informs

25 There was a dispute over this in 1956/7 and again in 1968/9 at the Simhasta Mela at Ujjain (Sarma 
1980:10), On both occasions, the dandFs, Sankaracaryas and others attended, but the me/a was 
boycotted by the naga akkada-s, who attended a Mela held a year later, claiming that the //;#/£? should 
be held strictly every twelve years. There was also a dispute over when one of the Prayag Kumbha 
Mela’s should be held, the SamnyasT astrologers believing it should be in 1965, while the VairagTs 
(RamanandTs) believed it should be in 1966 (Lamb 1999:198). The solution and consequence was the 
enhanced funding by the government of the annual, month-long Magh Mela, held at the same site, the 
two sects of sadku-s attending in different years. On both occasions many millions of pilgrims attended. 
In order to show their gratitude to the goverment for funding both me/a-s, the RamanandTs attended the 
following year, in 1967, a festival attended by over two million people. The Magh Mela continues to be 
attended by the RamanandTs and their akkada-s, but is not attended by the DaSanamT-SamnyasTs.
26 Haridvar Pravaa Uiiain Nasik
1915 1906 1945 1932
1927 1918 1957 1944
1938 1929 1968 1956
1950 1941 1980 1968
1962 1954 1992 1980
1974 1965 (2004) 1992
1986 1977 2003
1998 1989

2001

27 It may be noted that the twelve-year cycle of Jupiter also determines the date of several other 
religious baths in India, the largest besides the four northern me/a-s being the twelve-yearly 
Mahamaham Mela at Kumbakonam, by the KaverT river. This single-day festival is referred to as the 
Maha Mela of the south, the last being held on the full-moon of March 1st 1980 when around 2 million 
people attended, It is celebrated when Jupiter is in transit across Leo, and the moon is conjunct with the 
constellation Maham (?), when the sun is in Aquarius (Kumbha). The mythology surrounding the festival 
involves nectar oozing from a pot into a linga of sand made by Siva (see Subramanyan, 1980).
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us that every twelfth year, when Jupiter enters the sign of Aquarius and the Sun is in 

Aries, a large number of people come from far and wide to bathe at Haridvar (Rai 

1993b:64), The text also mentions a yearly me/a at Allahabad (Prayag). Although a 

yearly festival at Haridvar,20 which draws exceptional crowds every twelve years, is 

historically quite well attested, its origins are obscure.

Several of the P aranas recommend bathing at the sangam  of the Ganga and 

Yamuna in the month of Magha, particularly on amavasya** the fifteenth day of the dark 

half of the month. The Anudasanaparvan of the M ababbaratd0 states that he who bathes 

with a restrained mind, observing strict vows, at Prayaga in the month Magha is cleansed 

of all sins and attains heaven. Perhaps the earliest unequivocal reference to a 

congregation of people at Prayaga during Magha occurs in the Narasfm ha Parana 

(1.1.24), a text dated by Hazra (1958:242) between 400-500. Another early historical 

record of a large gathering of ascetics at any of the sites may be found in the account by 

Hsuan Tsang31 of his travels in India, between 629 and 645. From his account32 and from 

epigraphic evidence (Devahuti 1983:60; 176-181;250), we have information of the 

presence of half a million people, from court officials to beggars, many thousands of 

dramana-s, and a whole township of temporary structures at the sangam  near Prayaga in 

644, a gathering that lasted a month, which Hsuan Tsang says is “age-old". Bathing in 

the river washes away sins, and many visitors fast. Some ascetics are said to try to attain 

liberation by climbing a pole erected in the middle of the river, and staring at the sun. 

There also used to be a tradition of ritual suicide at Prayaga.33 Since olden times, kings 

and noble families had come to the place to distribute gifts and goods in charity, hence 

the name of the area to the east of the river, dan ksetra,34 Hsuan Tsang was in the 

company of King Harsa Vardhana, the ruler of Kanauj, who was attending the sixth, five- 

yearly assembly of the Buddhist sangba. Harsa attended every five years, holding

28 According to the A-/n-/-Akban (3.9), at Haridvar (Maya) large numbers of pilgrims assemble on the 
10th of the month of Caitra (March/April).
20 The Prayaga Mahatmya SatadhyayT recom mends bathing there, and describes the benefits thereof. 
The Matsya Purana is the earliest Purana containing this Mahatmya, which appears subsequently in the 
Padma and other Purana-s. Besides the Matsya (106.8; 107.7) and Padma (3.44.1), other Puranas 
also recommend thrice-daily bathing during Magha at Prayaga: Naradfya (2.63), Kurma (1.36.2; 1.38.2), 
Agn/ (3.10b—11 a), and Skanda (4.1.7.62). See Bonazzoii (1977:84-101); Bhattacharya (1977:6); 
Dubey (1988:63).
30 MBh XIII, 26.36.
31 Or Hiuen Tsiang/Hwen-Thsang/Yuan Chwang.
32 See Beal (1884:230-234); Watters (1904;361-365); Cunningham (1963:327-329).
33 See Kane (Vol.2:925; Vol.3:939; Vol.4:603-614). Before it was ordered to be cut down by Akbar, 
around 1584, jumping from a banyan tree near the sahgam was a popular means of suicide (Bonazzoii 
1977:144).
34 The area is still so called, and pilgrims still receive alms there during me/a-s.
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council, adorning a statue of the Buddha in a sumptuous way, performing religious rites 

and distributing alms to priests, men of standing, heretics, widows, orphans, the poor and 

mendicants. In one day, he is said to have distributed wealth accumulated over five 

years, much of it replenished subsequently by gifts from visiting nobles. Niccolau 

Manucci , who was in India from 1656 to 1717, also mentions (Vol.II, 1990:76) a 

quinquennial festival at Allahabad. He observes that those who die from stifling by the 

crowd are not afforded the usual lamentions, as they die in a condition of grace and 

holiness, effected by the t/rtha, Manucci also mentions that those who bathe must each 

pay six and a quarter rupees35 to the Mughal king, who derives a handsome income.

It is also reported (De 1986:99) that Caitanya (1485-1533) visited the Prayaga 

Mela, around 1515. Prayaga (lllahabas) is also referred to by Abu L-Fazl in his A -ln -I- 

A kbarf (S.9)36 (16th cent.); he observes that suicide is respected here—but regarded as a 

sin elsewhere—and that although holy throughout the year, Prayaga is especially so 

during the month of Magha. Thevenot, a European traveller, described the congregation 

at Prayag in 1666-1667 of “troops” of fak/r-s—some good men, and some 

rogues—performing ablutions and various penances, including fasting, continuously 

standing, holding their arms above their heads and being buried alive (Dubey 1988:67). 

Mediaeval commentators such as LaksmTdhara (late 11th—12th cent.) and Vacaspati 

Misra (g 9th—10th cent.), refer to the efficacy of magha-snana at Prayaga, as does 

Tulsidas (1532-1623) in the Ram car/tm anas{Dey 1998:66).

Regarding Ujjain,37 the Skanda Purana (5.1.1.48.51; 5.1.2.61.39; 5.1.2.82.15-17) 

recommends bathing there, in the Sipra, on the full-moon day of Taurus (VaiSakha). The 

S/Va Purana (1.12.22-23) and Varaha Purana (1.71.47-48) extoll the virtues of bathing 

at Nasik, in the GodavarT-^also referred to as GomatT-#7?5fe?—when the Sun and Jupiter 

are in Leo (Simha). The Brahma Purana (152.38—39; 175.83^84) refers to this event as 

the Simhasta Mela. There is a temple at Ramghat, on the Godavari at Nasik, that opened 

every twelfth year, when Jupiter is in Leo. According to Ghurye (1964:178), the earliest 

mention of the Nasik m e/a occurs in the Guru-car/ta, a text from the end of the fifteenth 
century.

Although it can also be seen that these Puranic injunctions coincide with the 

timings of the me/a-s at the respective sites, as previously noted, the linkage between the

35 A small fortune at the time.
35 Reference to the Blochmann (1997) translation.

Samanta (1997:17) states that there were three yearly gatherings of Buddhists at Ujjain, during the
reign of A§oka, in the third century BCE, but gives no reference for the information.



242
sites is not evident in the epics or Puranas™  Bonazzoii (1997:117)39 believes that the 

Kumbha Mela (or Kumbha Parva) gets its name from a large gathering that used to take 

place at Haridvar every twelve years on the occasion of a particular conjunction of 

planets, one of which was Kumbha ra s / and that the traditional bath at Prayaga for 

Makar Sankranti may have developed into the Prayaga Kumbha Parva. The name was 

applied to the other large festivals, even though no celestial body was in Kumbha /as/a t 

the time of their occurrence.

It is apparent that the current Kumbha Mela at Prayag and the other three sites is a 

continuation of an ancient gathering of ascetics in those places, but Maclean’s (2001; 

2002) studies of the origins of the Kumbha Mela provides substantive evidence that the 

legend of the four sites and the astrological determinants may have been instituted 

around the middle of the nineteenth century.40 From Maclean’s (2002:11-13) inspection 

of numerous historical documents, including government archives, tax legislation, Indian 

and British travel accounts, and newspaper reports, it is evident that before 1868 there is 

no mention of the word ‘Kumbha’, in any of its variant spellings, in connection with the 

annual me/a at Prayag, nor is there any indication that every six or twelve years the me/a 

had a particular significance, either as an ardhor ‘full’ Kumbha Mela.41

The main agents behind the transformation of the site of the Magh Mela into a site 

for one of the Kumbha Melas seem to have been the pandas*2 of Prayag, the Pragvals 

(prayag-va/as) (Maclean 2001:7-11), who claim that their exclusive right to serve 

pilgrims at the sahgam  was established by Akbar, in a farm an (‘charter’) dated 1593. 

Their service to pilgrims for many generations had built up a network of contacts all over 

India, particular villages being the domain of particular Pragvals. They had enjoyed

38 See also Ali (1983)
30 See also Bhattacharya (1977:7); Rai (1993b:53-56).
40 The festival of Sivaratri, celebrated all over India and Hindu Nepal, and is another festival attended by 
many da/va sadhu-s in da/va holy places, including PaSpatinath in Kathmandu. Although there are 
references to the mythology of the Sivaratri in several Puranas (dating from the eighth to twelfth 
century), the origins of the festival are obscure (Long 1982:192). One of the earliest references to the 
festival in India is from 1141. However, one of the first references to S/varatrfin Nepal dates to 1773 
(Axel 1996:326).
41 During the early part of the nineteenth century there are references by British observers to the 
Kumbha Mela (with variant spellings) at Haridvar, which drew exceptional crowds every twelve years, but 
the Magh Mela at Prayag is referred to as a yearly event. The first mention that Maclean (2001:13-16) 
has been able to find in any document of a Kumbha Mela at Allahabad is in 1868, by the Magistrate of 
Allahabad, who reports that a “Coomb fair" will be held in January 1870, and that four years previously 
(in 1866) there had been an “Ad Coomb when the concourse was immense". Maclean believes that 
1870 was the first time the me/a at Allahabad was referred to as the Kumbha Mela.
40 Pandas are Brahman priests who may be found in all major Hindu pilgrimage centres. They keep 
family records and, for a fee, guide pilgrims through religious rituals, including the ministering of rites for 
the dead. They are generally regarded as low-caste Brahmans.
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some freedom from intrusion during NavabT rule, prior to the secession of Allahabad to 

the British in 1801. The British inherited the right to collect tax from visiting pilgrims—and 

their vehicles— which was implemented in 1806. The exhorbitant tax (one rupee per 

pilgrim) levied by the British antagonised the Pragwals, as impoverished pilgrims would 

have less money to give to them (Maclean 2002:9). By 1815 the Pragvals threatened to 

cease officiating, causing concern amongst the British, who recognised the Pragvals’ 

substantial influence over the arrangements for the m e/a and their role in attracting 

taxable pilgrims. Although the Pilgrim Tax was abolished by 1840 (Maclean 2001:147), 

leading to increasing attendance, the British continued to profit from the me/a, taxing 

traders, barbers and others providing services. This was a source of increasing tension 

between the British and Pragvals. In June 1857, after the mutiny of the 6th Native 

Infantry, the Pragvals joined the rebellion against the British, which was crushed. After 

their failed attempt at insurrection, the Pragvals exerted every effort to rebuild their 

business. Due to the general turmoil in India, there was no me/a in 1858, but in 1859 

there was a small Magh Mela (Maclean 2001:153). The Magh Mela of 1860 was 

exceptionally well attended, the flags of the Pragvals (used for the the purposes of 

identification by their clients) bearing anti-British symbols. That same year the Pragval 

Sabha was formed and registered with the government. Its aims were to protect and 

preserve the rights of its members to conduct rituals and accept donations at the sahgam.

Although the origins of the legend of the four sites, the twelve-year cycle and the 

related astrology are obscure, Maclean’s analysis tends to the conclusion that the 

package of ideas was at the least actively disseminated, or most probably fabricated, 

around the middle of the nineteeth century, in an environment inhabited by several 

important groups of actors: anti-British Pragvals, with an economic agenda to expand the 

fame of their tTrtha; and various m ahants, sam nyasfs and pilgrims, some of whom, in 

the context of the general uprising against the British and general issues of geographical 

and religious identity, may have been active disseminators of some of the legend 

currently pertaining to the Kumba Mela, a symbol of religious identity, and the legacy of a 

decision by the British not to interfere with religious affairs. The institution of British rule in 

India at the end of the eighteenth century had effectively eroded the power and economic 

activities of the akhadas. The only great arenas remaining for displays of the power and 

religious prestige of sam nyasfs and akhadas, and for the collection of alms and 

donations, were the Kumbha Melas, which remained relatively free from government 

interference; sadhu-s were allowed to go naked and display arms. The dissemination of
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legends highlighting both the antiquity and auspiciousness of the me/a-s could not have 

but furthered sam nyasfs1 economic and religious agendas.
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APPENDIX 4 

CatuP-sam pm dayas: the four vafsnava orders

The current formation of the eatuP-sam pradayas (as detailed in Ch. 2.1) does not 

correspond to the formation to be found in the important RamanandT hagiographical text, 

BPaktama/a, by Nabhadasa (Nabha-jT), written at the behest of Agra Dasa (disciple of 

Payaharl Krsna Dasa, who was a disciple of Ramananda) in the late sixteenth or early 

seventeenth century.1 In the BPaktama/a (v. 28, I. 1-5), the four sam pradayas are 

attributed to Ramanuja, VisnusvamT, Nimbaditya and Madhvacarya. Instead of the 

RamanandT sam pradaya; the VisnusvamT is listed as one of the four sam pradayas (see 

Pollet 1963:74, 168); it is now defunct. The VisnusvamTs (Rudra sampradayd) were 

almost entirely absorbed into the newer VallabhacarT order (Gokulastha sampradayd).

Van der Veer’s (1998:110) account of the current relationship between the 

‘TyagTs’, ‘MahatyagTs’ and the Terah/Barah BhaTs is slightly inaccurate, as it is based on 

earlier accounts of the catuP sam pradaya^ as found in the BPaktama/a. A link between 

the GaudTya lineage of Caitanya (1486-1533) and the Madhva sam pradaya seems to 

have been established only in the eighteenth century, by Baladeva Vidyabhusana 

(Dimock 1963:106). For an interpretation of the conflict between the RamanandTs and the 

RamanujTs, which first began in 1918 and led to the most recent reclassification of the 

catuP sampradaya, see Pinch (1998).

The catu ft sam pradayas were organised into systems of dvaras, anFs and 

akPadas under the leadership of Baba Abhay Ram Das in 1720, according to Sharma 

(1998:128-135). However, Thiel-Horstmann2 believes the organisation took place in two 

steps during four successive conferences, in: Vrndavan (£1713); Brahmapuri (Japur) 

(£.1726); Jaipur (1734); and Galta (east of Jaipur) (1756). It was Balanand who probably 

organised the army of nagas (Ramda/), for service to Madho Singh, regent of Jaipur. 

The 52 diraras (‘door’/'gate’) or gaddFs—which are essentially lineages—are assigned 

to places throughout India and mirror not only the 52 madPFs of the DasanamT akPadas 

(see Ch. 3.2), but also the 52 phonemes of the Sanskrit alphabet, the 52 dakta-p/TPas, 

and the legendary 52 clans of ksatr/yas of Maharashtra.3 The four sam pradayas each 

comprise several of the 52 dvaras: RamanandT (36); NimbarkT (10); Madhva (3);
1 According to Pollet (1963:11): between 1595 and 1624; according to Varma (1977:5): 1585; according 
to Snell (1991:12): possibly before 1585,
2 Unpublished paper cited by van der Veer (1988:136).
3 “52 varna-s and 18 /at/-s" was a standard expression for describing the entire class structure of 
Maharashtra in the late eighteenth century; see Wagle (1997:143).
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VisnusvamT (3). This constitutes one of the three levels of organisation of the vafsnava 

orders. Another level of organisation is the system of anFs and akPadas (which does not 

directly correspond to the akPadas of the DasanamTs). The three anFs of the RamanandT 

sam pradaya are subdivided into eight akPadas: Nirmohi (3); Digambar (2); NirvanT (3). 

The eight akPadas are further sub-divided into eighteen sections. The Dadu pantp  also 

has an akPada{see Thiel-Horstmann 1991) which joins the Nirmohi anF for bathing at 

Kumbha Melas, The catuP-sam pradayas, which meet at the Kumbha Mela, have an 

administrative body, the Akhil BharatT Khalsa, which oversees 412 sub-branches known 

as kPa/sas, a system not more than 150 years old. This is a third level of organisation.
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APPENDIX 5

A resume of the founding and constitution of the Sikh-related akhadg-s

The Udasin (UdasTn/UdasT) and Nirmala akhada-s revere the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh 

text that occupies a central place in all gurdvara-s. The tutelary deity of both Udasin akhada- 

s is Candra Bhagvan (believed to be an incarnation of Siva), who was Sri Cand, the eldest 

of the two sons of Guru Nanak (1469-1539). Upon Nanak’s demise, the leadership of the 

Sikhs passed to Guru Angad, and not to his son. According to Udasin tradition (Singh 

(1951:59-64), SrT Cand was initiated by Nanak and founded the Udasins. Although SrT 

Cand is not recognised as a guru within the Sikh guru-param para, neither is he rejected, 

and links remained strong between the communities. However, there is other historical 

evidence (Pinch 1996:36) that SrT Cand and his followers were expelled from the Sikh 

community in the sixteenth century. SrT Cand lived past the age of a hundred, up to the time 

of Guru Hargobind (1595-1644), the sixth guru of the Sikh tradition. This means that the 

Udasin order was founded, according to the traditional account, between—̂ at the limits—the 

early part of the sixteenth century and the first decades of the seventeenth century. The 

gaddT passed from SrT Cand to the son of Hargobind, Baba Gurdita (a householder and 

soldier), who had four preaching disciples (masaad), and who founded four dhunFs 

{dhdah} in 1636, which are the four divisions of the Bada (‘large’) Udasin akhada, They are:

1. Balu Hasna; 2. Phul Sahib (or MTan Sahib); 3. Almast; 4. Bhagat Bhagvan (or Gonda).

According to one account (Singh 1951:64), MTan Sahib and Bhagat Bhagvan 

(=Bhagat Gir, a sam nyasF) did not found dhuan-s, but missionary centres, known as 

bhaksFs, The Chota (‘small’) Udasin akhada was founded by BhaT Pheru, supposedly with 

the permission of Guru Gobind Singh (1666-1708), who is also believed to have founded 

the Nirmala akhada (Ahuja 1994). However, Oberoi (1997:124-127) questions the antiquity 

of the Nirmalas, observing that references to them in Sikh literature are scarce in the early 

eighteenth century but abundant at the end of that century. Between the 1790s and 1840s, 

the Udasin and Nirmala orders received extensive state patronage, and the number of their 

establishments increased five-fold.
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APPENDIX 6 

Recorded conflicts betweens the akhada-s

In this section, some of the recorded conflicts between various akhada-s are presented, 

to illustrate the sectarian nature of the conflicts, the probable economic causes in some 

instances, and the ferocity of some of the encounters.

Prior to the twentieth century, there were several occasions when fights between 

samnyasFs were recorded; and during m e/as there were occasionally pitched battles 

between the akhada-s over bathing precedence. Perhaps the earliest record of a fight 

between identifiable akhada-s is that of Abu-I-Fazl, who records (1972:422-424) how, on 

one occasion, during the latter part of the sixteenth century, emperor Akbar was camped 

at Thanesar (SthanvTsvara), near Kuruksetra, at the time of the m e/a there.1 A fight 

ensued between the Puff and Kur (or Gur, Giri?) samnyasFs over occupation of an area 

by the lake, particularly suitable for the collection of alms from pilgrims. The Puffs, 

believing that they had been wrongfully usurped by the Kurs, approached Akbar for 

assistance. Akbar’s solicitations to the parties were to no effect. As the Puffs were few in 

number, Akbar enlisted the assistance of some other tribes2 on behalf of the Puffs who 

routed the Kurs, slaying their leader {p/7), Ananda Kur. The combatants numbered 

around one thousand, and the dead around twenty (Smith 1966:57). Akbar was, 

apparently, delighted by the sport.

In the Dabfstan (Dab/stan 1843, Vol.2:196-197), a battle that took place at 

Haridvar in 1640 between BairagTs (also referred to as ‘MundTs’) and ‘Sanyasis’ is 

described. According to the account, the samnyasFs were victorious and killed a great 

number of MundTs. The MundTs thew away the rosaries of tu/sT beads and “hung on their 

perforated ears the rings of the JogTs, in order to be taken for these sectaries". The author 

of the Dab/stan {Dab/stan ~\Q43, Vol.2:231) also refers to a battle between ‘Sanyasis’ and

1 The same incident is referred to slightly differently by Al-Badaoni (1986 Vol. 2:94-95), who describes 
the two parties of combatants as "JogT-s" and “SannyasT-s", who are said to be “in the habit of fighting 
there in their bigotry”. At the emperor’s command, a number of soldiers smeared their bodies with ashes 
and fought on the side of the "SannyasTs" (numbering around 300), against the “JogTs" (numbering 
more than 500). Many were slain on both sides, but the samnyasFs were victorious. Akbar’s son 
JahangTr is also said to have witnessed a battle between Udasin and VairagT sadhu-s over bathing at 
the me/a{Puf\ 2001:181).
2 These tribes are recorded as the Petamcaha (unknown to commentators) and the CTrus, a wild tribe 
from MTrzapur,
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‘SofTs’, the former being victorious.3

In 1760 BairagTs and SamnyasTs fought pitched battles in Haridvar over bathing 

precedence, with 1,800 dead, the SamnyasTs again being victorious (Russell 1916, 

Vol,3:152; Nevill 19Q9a:254). In that year the British took control of the Haridvar area, 

and the BairagTs were then reportedly banned from the Haridvar me/a for forty years 

(Lochtefeld 1994:597). The dominance of the da/va gosa/n-s in the area around Haridvar 

may have been partly due to the stationing in 1752 of the gosa/n  Rajendra Giri, a 

powerful miltary commander,4 as commander of forces (fau jcfar) at Saharanpur, under 

the Mughal emperor Ahmad Sah (Pinch 1997:10). The dominance of the sa/va gosa/n-s 

at Haridvar, in trade, policing and taxation appears to have continued largely 

unchallenged until the end of the eighteenth century.

In April 1796 an English officer, Captain Thomas Hardwicke, accompanied by Dr. 

Hunter, visited the Haridvar Mela on the way to Sffngar (Hardwicke 1801:309-347). They 

attended Makar Sankranti, which fell on April 8th that year. Pilgrims had come from as far 

as Kabul, Bhutan and Kashmir. The “Goosseyns” (also referred to as “Mehunts”, 

“Fakeers” and “Sannyassees") had set themselves up as the police for the me/a, meeting 

daily to hear grievances and adjudicate, and collecting levies on cattle, merchandise and 

pilgrims at the bathing places, taxes that would normally have gone to the Marathas who 

were governing the region at that time. Wielding swords, they had effectively silenced all 

opposition to their regime, including that of the rival BairagTs. On the last day of the me/a, 

April 10th, between 12,000 and 14,000 Sikh horsemen arrived and planted their flag 

near the river. The Gosains took down the flag and plundered the Sikh party. The Sikhs 

sent a lawyer to the m a/ian ts, protesting their right to bathe and seeking the return of 

their looted property. The property was returned but the Sikhs attacked the ascetics at the 

bathing places, including the BairagTs, SamnyasTs and naga-s. Panic ensued, in which 

several drowned. The Sikhs lost twenty men but killed 500.5

According to a copper-plate inscription in the possession of Mahant

Radhamohandasji of Nasik (Ghurye 1964:177), a great massacre of BairagTs by sa/va

samnyasFs took place at the Simhasta Mela at Nasik in 1690. Both sects were bathing at 
’ The samnyasFs had assembled at a Hindu pilgrimage site (unspecified), when an army of naked 
JelalTs and MadarTs (sects of Sufi's) arrived, bringing a cow that they wished to slaughter. To avert the 
slaughter, the samnyasFs bought the cow. However, the SufTs brought a second cow, which was also 
purchased, A third cow was brought, and killed, engendering a battle in which 700 SufTs died. The boys 
amongst the ‘fanatics’ were taken prisoner and educated “in their own religion" by the samnyasFs,
4 See Chapter 7.4
5 Pinch (1997:11) comments that at this time the Sikhs were on the verge of statehood in nearby 
Punjab, under Ranjit Singh. They may well have been exercising territorial muscle at Haridvar on this 
occasion.
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the same place, ChakratTrtha, and subsequently an arrangement was made whereby at 

the m e/a of 1702, the two orders bathed at different places—the SamnyasTs at 

Tryambaka Kusavarta and the BairagTs at Ramakunda—an arrangement that still 

continues. This incident, if true, may have been an important impetus for the organisation 

of the Bairagi akhada-s.

At the Simhasta Mela at Ujjain in 1789 a dispute between SamnyasTs and BairagTs 

led to intense fighting. The Peshwa eventually ruled that the two orders should bathe at 

separate places (Burghart 1983:374). However, at the me/a in 1826, another battle 

ensued between the two sects. The BairagTs, assisted by the Marathas, slaughtered 

many of the SamnyasTs and plundered their temples and monasteries in the vicinity of 

the city (Pinch 1997:11). Mindful of potentially bloody consequences, the British made 

elaborate arrangements for policing the Ujjain Mela of 1850, which included the 

positioning of heavy guns along the procession route, and the deployment of two 

companies of the Gwalior Infantry under Captain Macpherson. The more powerful 

BairagTs were separated from the SamnyasTs, who were instructed to bathe earlier than 

the BairagTs, and in a separate area. One hundred Brahmans were stationed (as ‘human 

shields’) between the two parties to assist with the bathing arrangements, which passed 

off without significant incident (Pinch 1997:11).

It appears that the order of bathing for the akhadas was fixed first in Haridvar, and 

then subsequently in Allahabad in 1870 (Maclean 2002:15). Eventually, an agreement 

was signed with the British in 1906 (Nandan 2002:58), which is still adhered to.6 While 

there are records—particularly in the eighteenth century—of conflicts at Haridvar, Ujjain 

and Nasik, there is no record in any account of any significant confrontation at Allahabad. 

Given the strategic importance of the Allahabad fort—adjacent to the sahgam—which 

was first garrisoned by British troops in 1765,7 if there had been any serious conflict 

there, it would no doubt have been recorded in a British report. Maclean (2002:22-23) 

suggests that the reason for the absence of conflict at Allahabad may have been that the 

Haridvar me/a was a larger commercial market than Allahabad for trader-sadhas, and

that dominance of trade and taxation by one sect or another led to bathing privileges.8
6 See Rai (1993:25-26); Sarkar (1958:99).
7 The fort was built by Akbar in 1584 CE. In 1765 CE, as part of the Treaty of Allahabad (between the 
East India Company, Shuja-ud-Daula and emperor Sah Alam), the fort was occupied by British troops to 
protect the emperor, After its cession by Sadat Ali to the British in February 1798, the fort became, 
briefly, in 1832, the capital of the North-West Provinces (Maclean 2001:142-144).
8 Lochtefeld (1994:596-597) suggests that changes in trading routes led to the growing importance of 
the major annual fair at Haridvar (which was also the largest horse market in India). The fair coincided 
with the bathing festival and it seems probable that control over trade and the market-place influenced 
status and bathing priority.
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By contrast, Allahabad was a smaller commercial fair, and it was the navads and then 

the British, and not sadhas, who taxed pilgrims. In 1938, the Uttar Pradesh State 

Legislature gave legal sanction for government participation in funding and overseeing 

the two Kumbha Melas in the state, at Prayag and Haridvar.9 After Indian Independence, 

the U.P. government developed more permanent rules for the financial support and 

administration of both the Kumbha and Adha Kumbha Melas (Lamb 1999:196).

Despite control over bathing priorities, there are still occasions of disturbance. 

Low (1906:193-210), visiting the Kumbha Mela at Prayaga in 1906, records that the 

most turbulent of the attending sects and akhadas are the BairagTs, who on this 

occasion caused a riot, to quell which the police called out the army. More recently, at 

Haridvar, in 1998, rioting ensued amongst the DasanamTs over bathing priorities.

9 Mela Act 1938; Mela Rules 1940 (Nandan 2002:12). At Kumbha Melas, a total of six processions are 
allowed (two for DasanamTs), the akkada-s to follow at a hundred yards distance. The order of bathing 
is currently as follows;
At Prayaga and Ujjain:

first, MahanirvanT with Atal,
second, NirafijanT with Avahan, Juna with Anand.
third, Nirmohi, Digambara and NirvanT (the three RamanancfiVBairagT akkada-s)
fourth, Chota UdasTn.
fifth, Bara UdasTn.
sixth, Nirmala.

At Haridvar and Nasik:
first, Juna, NirafijanT, Anand and Avahan.
second, MahanirvanT and Atal.
third, fourth, fifth and sixth, as above.
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1. In the M athesvar D /iarm a PaddhaU an oral tradition has been recorded (Sadananda 

Giri, 1976:19), in which there is a list of 53 mathas  ̂ which are as follows:

1, Smgeff. 2. Sarada. 3. Govardhana. 4. Jyotir. 5. Sumeru. 6. Paramatma. 7, Kudali. 8. 

Sankhesvara, 9. Kasyapa. 10. Kumbhon. 11. Puspagiri. 12. Virupaksa. 13. Habyaka. 14. 

Sivaganga. 15. Koppala. 16. SrT Saila. 17. Ramesvara. 18. Ramachanrapura. 19. Avanti. 20. 

Hali. 21. Bhandagiri. 22. Dhanagiri. 23 Kevalyapura. 24. MQIa Bengal. 25. SrT Saila. 26. 

Khidrapura. 27. Nfsimhadeva. 28. Maulavan. 29. Pethna. 30. Bhandagiri. 31. KasT. 32. 

TTrtharajpura, 33. TTrthahale. 34. Hariharpura. 35. Gahgottaff, 36. Buddhagaya. 37. 

Tarakesvara. 38. Dhumesvara. 39. Golesvar. 40. Kudapal. 41. Kairua. 42. Gohanda. 43. 

Anauvar. 44. BhTmeSvara. 45. Omkaresvara. 46. Mandhata. 47. GangesvarT. 48. 

Siddhanatha. 49. Cidambaram. 50. Siddhesvara. 51. Vimalesvara. 52. Amarnatha. 53. 
Cinaur.

2. Sadananda Giri (1976:21), Sinha and Sarasvati (1978:263), and Puff (2001:53-76) 

present somewhat inconsistent accounts of the formation of the eight davds, comprising the 

madfifs. According to Sadanada Giri, they are:

A. Eamdatti Dava 1. Ramdatta. 2. DurganathT. 3. BalabhadranathT. 4. JagjivanathT.

5. SamjfianathT.

B. RddhinathT Dava 1. RddhinathT. 2. BrahmanathT (Younger). 3. PitambarinathT.

4. JhananathT (Younger). 5. JhananathT (Elder). 6. AghornathT. 7. BhavanathT.

8. BrahmanathT (Elder).

C. Dava of 4 madhTs 1. Omkaff. 2. Yati. 3. ParamanandT. 4. Chandbodhla.

D. Dava of 10 madhTs 1. SahajnathT, 2. KusumnathT. 3. SagarnathT. 4. ParaSnathT.

5. BhavanathT. 6. Sagar Bodhla. 7. NagendranathT. 8. VisvambharnathT. 9. RudranathT,

10. RatannathT.

E. Vaikunthi Dava 1. VaikunthT. 2. MultanT (Keso Puff). 3. Mathura Puff. 4. Keval Puff.
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5. DasanamT 6. Tilak Puff (Meghnath Puff). 7. Shyamsundar Ban. 8. Balabhadra Ban.

9. Ramchandra Ban. 10. Sakhadara Ban.

F. Sahajavat Dava 1. Sahaj Puff.

G. Darivav Dava 1. Ganga Dariyav. 2. Bhagavan Puff. 3. Bhagavanta Puff.

4. Puran Puff. 5. Hanumanta Puff. 6. Nflkantha Puff. 7. Jhananath Puff.

8. Manomeghnath Puff. 9. Bodh Ayodhya Puff. 10. Arjun Puff.

H. BharatT Dava 1. Narsingh BharatT. 2. Manmukund BharatT. 3. Visambhar BharatT.
4. Padmanath BharatT.

In this scheme, the Puff, BharatT, SarasvatT, TTrtha, Asrama, Vana and Aranya samnyasFs 
belong to Dava groups E, F, G and H.

3. According to the Das nam i/am s vrks, a short text Hindi circulated amongst DasnamT 

initiates, the madhFs are constituted as follows (see also Puff 2001:57-35):

4 madftFs of the BharatTs: Visva BharatT, Nrsimh BharatT, Bal Visvamnatha Man Mahesa 

BharatT, Manmukunda BharatT.

4 mad/?Fs of Van(a)s: Simhasan Van, Bhandaff Van, Saropara Van, Totara Van.

16 madhFs of Puffs: Baikunthpuff, Kevalpuff, Kesavpuff, MultanT, Manpuff, Ra m cand rap uff, 

Radhapuff, Gurudevpuff, Punampuff, GahgadarayaTpuff, Kamanathpuff, Durgapuff, 

Kamnathpuff, Dasanam Tilakpuff, Sahajpuff, Bhagavanpuff, Rampuff, Prayagpuff.

13 mad/?Fs of Giris: MeghnathT, BaikunthnathT, BhavnathT, JnannathT, STtalnathT, VisvanathT, 

HarivanathT, Durganathi, PramathnathT, BholanathT, SahesvarnathT, RddhnathT.

14 macfhFs of Giris: AparnathT, PrabhanathT, BadalnathT, AumkaffnathT, RudranathT, 

SagarrnathT, NamendranathT, BodhnathT, KumustnathT, RatannathT, MolanathT, 

Mahe^vanathT, ModunathT, RamanathT.

4. In the sources of the MahanirvanT akhada, used by Sarkar (1958:58-59), 52 madhFs 

are listed in the six groups, with the following divisions:

A. Giri (Anandbar section, Megnath-panthT). 1. RamdattT. 2. DurgapanthT, 3. Rddhinath. 4. 

BrahmanathT (Lesser). 5. PatambaranathT. 6. Balbhadranath, 7. JnannathT (Lesser). 8.



254
JnannathT (Greater), 9. AghornathT. 10, SanjnathT. 11. BhavanathT. 12. JagjTvanathT. 13. 

BrahmanathT (Greater).

B. G illi (Aparnath-panthT). 1. Omkaff. 2. Paramanadi. 3. Bodhia 4. Yati. 5. NagendranathT. 6. 

SagarnathT. 7. BodhnathT. 8. KumasnathT. 9. SahajnathT. 10. ParsanathT. 11. MarnathT. 14. 

RudranathT.

C. Puff (Bhurbar section). 1. Bhagwan Puff. 2. Bhabwant Puff. 3. Ganga Daryab. 4. Lahar 

Daryab. 5. Puran Puff. 6. Jarbharat Puff. 7. Sahaj Puff. 8. Mani Meghnad Puff. 9. Bodha 

Ajodhya Puff. 10. Jfianath Puff. 11. Arjun Puff. 12. NTIkanth Puff. 13. Hameman Puff. 14. 

VaikunthT. 15. MultanT. 16. Mathura Puff. 17. Keval Puff. 18. DaSanamT Tilak Puff. (The Puffs 

are usually only attributed with 16 madhFs according to all sources but Sarkar.)

D. Ban. 1. Syamsudar Ban. 2. Ramcandra Ban. 3. Sankhadhaff 4. Balabhadra Ban,

E. BharatT 1. Narsingh BharatT. 2. Man Mukund BharatT. 3. Visvam BharatT. 4. Padmanav 

BharatT.

F. Lama. (The Lama madhF/akhada has an uncertain status. According to Sadananda Giri 

(p. 19), nagas believe that the Lama madhf, which in some lists is the fifty-third madh/~ is 

included in the Giri dam
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APPENDIX 8

Summary of rules for renunciates in:
1. Dharmasutra-s, Sarpnyasa Upan/sad-s and mediaeval texts on renunciation;

2. Oman (1903), Rose (1914), Sadananda Giri (1976), Puri (2001).

1. The earliest substantial Brahmanical accounts of rules for the renunciate to obey are

to found in the Dfjarm asutra-%  rules that are repeated, often in modified form, in many of the

Dharrnasastra-s,1 the Sarpnyasa Upan/sacf-!s2 and mediaeval texts on renunciation, which

frequently cite the Sarpnyasa Upan/sad-% as authoritative. According to Baudhayana

(2.17.42—2.18.27),3 the renunciate should only drink water from a well that has been filtered

through his water strainer. He should not wear white clothes and should carry the single or

triple staff. He should maintain the vows of not injuring living beings, speaking the truth, not

stealing, celibacy, and renunciation. The secondary vows are not giving way to anger,

obedience to the teacher, not being careless, purification, and purity of food habits. He

should beg from Salmas and Yayavaras, and after returning and washing his hands and

feet he should offer his food to the sun, reciting appropriate formulae.4 In the Sarpnyasa

Lpan/sad-s the way of life of the wandering ascetic is discussed in many passages. In

general the renunciate lives far from his native home, outside the village and its

associations with ritual life. Apart from the four months of the rainy season, he wanders

without fire or home, living in the wilderness, accepting indiscriminately whatever food is

given. The ideal method of begging is to imitate the bee (rn a d h u k a rbegging a little food

from many houses. Another method is to undertake the 'python vow’ (a/agaravratd), waiting 
1 See Dutta (1987 [1906]): Yajriava/kya-sarnh/ta (Vol. 1:56-66); Harda-sam/ika (Vol. 1, ch. 6:1-23); Udana- 
sa/nfi/taiyol. 1:1.29—31). The Sank/?a-sam/j/fa (pol. 3:7.1—32) also mentions three of the limbs of classical 
yoga; d/iarana, pratyahara and dhyana. The overall cosmology centres on Visnu (or Vasudeva), the all 
pervading.
e See Oiivelle (1992). Most of the Sa/pnyasa tpan/sads date from between the first few centuries CE and 
around the twelfth century, some from the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries (Oiivelle (1993:8-11),

Similar prescriptions are given by Apastamba (2.21.7-2.23.2) and Gautama (3.11-3.35). Vasistha 
(9.1—10.29) adds that the ascetic should not display the emblems of the renouncer (staff, begging bowl, 
water strainer etc.). He should not beg through the means of astrology, interpreting omens or the signs of 
the body, or participating in debates. He may, however, live homeless and resolute in a village. He may also 
act as if mad. This is also recommended for the Pa^upatas (see Kaundinya’s comm., tr. Haripada 
Chakraborty, on Padupata Sutra 1.8, 2.3, 3.12-14). The renunciate may feign madness and attempt to be 
attract censure, courting dishonour and insult, so that he may not be attached to the pride ensuing from 
praise (see also Ingalls 1962).

For a review of rules and vows for Brahmanical ascetics (based primarily on the Dharmasutra-s and 
Manusm/ti) see Shiraishi (1996:27-135).
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for food to come. The highest types of renouncers forego their begging bowls and eat 

directly from their hands (pan/pdtr/n)} or the ground (udarapatr/n), as would an animal.

Four kinds of ascetics {kutfcaka/kut/cara, bahudaka, harpsa, paramaharpsd) are 

explained in many texts, arranged—with minor modifications and inconsistencies— in a 

hierarchy of 'detachment5.5 They are to be found in the M ahabharata [Anusasanaparvan 

(13). 129.29),6 V/snu Sm rtf (4.11),7 Skanda Purana, Sarpnyasa U pan/sad-^ and many of 

the mediaeval texts on renunciation.9 This four-fold classification is also referred to by 

modern commentators on the DasanamT tradition.10 The four kinds of renouncer are graded

6 1. Kupcaka; lives in a hut (kutt), wears saffron-coloured clothes, has a triple staff (tndandd) and wears the 
sacred thread. He should stay with his son and depend on him for his living.
2. Bahudaka; should renounce his relatives, have a tr/danda\ wear the sacred thread, recite the GayatrF 
mantra, wear saffron-coloured clothes, and beg for food at seven houses of sage-like Brahmans (or other 
well conducted men), avoiding flesh, salt and stale food.
3. Hatpsa; should be versed in Vedanta and have the pursuit of knowledge as his aim. He should stay in 
one place and live on charity. He may carry a single staff and a water-pot and wear the sacred thread. He 
should stay not more than one night in a village and not more than five nights in a town when begging for 
alms, otherwise he should subsist on cow-urine and cow-dung, or fast for a month.
4. Paramahatpsa; has attained knowledge and regard all as the Self. He either wears one piece of cloth or 
goes naked, and begs and eats with his hands only. He lives in an uninhabited house, a burial ground or 
under a tree. He may carry a single staff but abandons the top-knot, sacred thread and permanent rites.
6 Kup'cara, krtodaka, hatpsa, paramahatpsa.
7 See Jolly (1991).
8 See A drama Upan/sad (the earliest of the Sarpnyasa Upan/sads, dated to around the third century CE) 
and Bh/ksuka Upan/sad In the Naradapar/vra/aka Upan/sad (w, 174-175) several class if icatory schemes 
are provided, including a six-fold scheme that includes the tunyatrtaand avadhuta, which, as Oiivelle noted 
(1992:99), cannot be easily distinguished from one another. Both these kinds of renouncers are considered 
to be liberated beings and not subject to any kind of rule or prohibition. The other four classes of ascetics 
are also distinguished by the goals to which they aspire: kutrcaka-s to the atmospheric world; bahudaka-s to 
the heavenly world; hamsa-s to the Penance-world; and paramahatpsas to the Truth-world. There is also a 
discussion (w. 204-205) of the relative frequency of shaving, eating and bathing, and the application of 
renunciatory marks of ash and sandal paste, according to the relative grade of the six kinds of renunciates. 
Lower kinds, the kutrcaka and bahudaka, shave, bathe and eat more frequently than the higher kinds. The 
highest kind, the avadhuta, obtains his food "like a python”, does not shave nor does he apply any sign or 
mark.

See the twelfth-century Yat/dharmasamuccaya (5.7); the Paradaramadhav/ya and Jrvanmukt/V/Veka 
attributed^ to Vidyaranya; the seventeenth-century Yat/dharmaprakada (4.1-113) by VasudevaSrama. 
Vasudeva£rama cites several sources on classes of renouncers, including Vidyaranya’s JfvanmuktfvfvQka, 
the Skanda Purana and the Yat/dharmasamuccaya. Kane (HDS Vol. 2: 939) notes that the four kinds of 
ascetics to be found in the Mahabharata, Sutasamh/ta {Manayogakhanda ch.6), Bh/ksuka Upan/sad and 
Va/khanasa-dharmasutra (8.9) are not consistently categorised, and that the categorisation in the latter text 
is probably the oldest.
10 See, for example, Purl (2001:32-33).
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in respect of the degree of their renunciation, the Psram ahamss-s being the highest,11 a 

distinctive feature of many classifications of ascetics being the importance attached to eating 

habits. The param aham sa stage is sometimes referred to as the fifth asram a or as beyond 

the asrama-s. As a classificatory term for renunciates, it was frequently used by Sankara, 

who did not use the other terms for ascetics just referred to. In his commentary on the 

Brhadaranyaka Upan/sad (111.5.1.49) he distinguishes the renunciation associated with the 

classical fourth asrama from the higher type of renunciation wherein all emblems of the 

renouncer are abandoned, a condition he associates with the param aham sa (as explained, 

a term that has a specific sense in the DasanamT social context). Sankara was also referred 

to as a param aham sa by his hagiographers, as a sign of respect for the highest type of 
renouncer.

Within the four-fold classification given above, it may be seen that the two lower 

classes of ascetics carry the triple staff, whereas the higher classes carry either a single staff 

or none at all. (This is according to the adtra/ta tradition, whereby the ‘lower’ v/s/stadva/ta 

adherents carry the triple staff.) The param ahamsa discards the top-knot and the sacrificial 

string, the preeminent marks or signs of Brahman status. Even though, theoretically, 

renunciation should be of the former life, including caste, in some passages in the adva/ta- 

orientated Sarpnyasa Upan/sads it is explained that the top-knot and sacrificial thread were 

in fact retained despite renunciation, albeit symbolically.12

Commenting on the different and conflicting classifications of renouncers to be found 

in the Sarpnyasa Upan/sads, Oiivelle (1992:100) remarks that, “ [they] point to the original 

variety of ascetic life-styles that...were conflated into the single institution of sarpnyasa by 

Brahmanic theology.” However, the Brahmanical concept of sarpnyasa—to  enter a non

ritual state— is evidently but an ideal abstracted from a society with not only many kinds of 

ascetics, but also, as noted in the Introduction, many kinds of sects of ascetic renunciates

that have existed at least since the time of the production of Brahmanical texts which detail
The Paramahamsa Upan/sad describes (w. 1-4) the way of the paramahamsa yqgyrrs, the highest class 

of ascetics, as extremely rare. "If there is one such person, he alone abides in the eternally pure Being, and 
he alone is a man of the Veda-s". He has renounced not only family, topknot and sacred string, but all rites 
and possessions: he goes entirely naked. “He is not attached anywhere either to the pleasant or the 
unpleasant". The debate Upan/sad(v. 6) adds that they “keep their conduct concealed, and,., although 
they are sane, behave like madmen".
18 Thus, for example, in the Naradapar/vrajaka Upan/sad(w. 152-153), in response to the question as to 
how a man can be a Brahman when he has no sacrificial string, it is explained that the sacrificial (or triple) 
string resides in the heart; that the renounced string is worn as the supreme and imperishable Brahman; 
that knowledge is their top-knot; that the top-knot and sacrificial string consist of knowledge; and so forth.
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2. Oman (1903:155) cites the ‘rules’, which he had gathered from a member of the 

order, as follows: (Six Prohibitions) 1. Do not sleep on a couch, under any circumstances; 2. 

Do not wear white clothes; 3. Do not speak to or even think about women; 4. Do not sleep 

during the daytime; 5. Do not at any time ride on a horse or other animal, or in any vehicle 

whatsoever. 6. Do not allow your mind to be agitated in any way. (Six Commandments) 1. 

Leave your abode only for the sake of begging necessary food. 2. Say your prayers every 

day. 3. Bathe every day. 4. Contemplate daily the likeness or image of Siva. 5. Practice 

purity and cleanliness. 6. Perform the formal worship of the gods.

An account of the rules for samnyasFs to obey is cited by Rose (1914:360), from P. 

Hari Kaul's Census Report, §148. He should: 1. Wear one cloth around his waist and one 

over his shoulder (he should beg like this); 2. Only eat one meal in twenty-four hours; 3. Live 

outside; 4. Beg from seven, and not more than seven, houses (except in the case of the 

kut/cakd)] 5. Not stay in one place more than a few days (except the kutToakd)\ 6. Sleep on 

the ground; 7. Not salute, or speak well or ill of anyone; 8. Bow only to SamnyasTs of higher 

status or longer standing; 9. Only wear the salmon-coloured cloth.

Sadananda Giri (1976:25) gives ‘six commandments’ to be obeyed by naga- 

samnyasFs: 1. Accept that all property belongs to the community; 2. Abstain from ail 

narcotics; 3. Do not go to other akhada-s\ 4. Do not quarrel with your comrades; 5. Obey 

your superior officer; 6. Use whatever belongs to the community, but do not steal or keep 

anything for yourself.

PurT (2001:149) provides rules and prohibitions (paraphrased below from the Hindi 

text) for mahant-s and thanapatfs of the MahanirvanT akhada. They will lose their power and 

office should they: 1. Misuse or destroy any of the moveable or unmoveabie property of the 

akhada, or use such for the benefit of any other than the akhada ; 2. Incur debt for the 

akhada through overspending; 3. Keep a wife or woman; 4. Have any independent 

business or occupation; 5. Make a disciple (i.e. independently), or introduce anyone as a 

member of this organisation; 6. Become a follower of any other dharma or sampradaya. 7. 

Bring harm or loss to any main office or branch (of this institution). In a following section, PurT 

states some miscellaneous rules concerning the recording of the names of mahant-s and



thanapatfs at the headquarters at Allahabad, and their duties in the akhada.
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APPENDIX 9

Summaries of renunciation procedures according to orthodox commentators

1. According to Baudhayana (ll.17.1-il.18.27),1 the procedures, in summary, are as 
follows:

The candidate first has his head, beard and body shaved and his nails clipped. Then, taking 

a triple-staff, sling, water-strainer, water-pot and bowl, he goes to the boundary of the 

village, eats a light meal of ghee, milk and curds, and then fasts. He then recites and 

internalises the sa v itrf m antra2 several times, in different ways. Before sunset he performs 

his daily fire sacrifice with offerings of ghee, and spends the night awake. In the last portion 

of the night he gets up and performs last daily fire sacrifice, making an offering to the Fire 

common to all men with an oblation prepared in twelve potsherds. He throws into the 

offertorial fire the vessels used in the daily sacrifice that are not made of of clay or stone (i.e. 

wood), and into the household fire he throws the two fire-drills. He deposits the sacred fires 

in himself, breathing in the smell of each fire three times, saying: “With that body of yours 

worthy of sacrifice, O Fire...” This last act of sacrifice is highly significant, being one of the 

central motifs within the complex of ideas concerning renunciation in the Brahmanical world: 

the external fires become internalised, as the renouncer’s breath.3 Then, standing within the 

sacrificial area, he recites, three times softly and three times aloud: “Om Earth, Atmosphere, 

Sky! I have renounced! I have renounced! I have renounced!" (the pra/sam antrrt),A Filling his 

cupped hands with water, he pours it out, saying: “I give safety to all creatures!” He takes the

1 See Oiivelle (1999:203—209) for a translation of the text.
2 RV 111.62.10, also known as “entry into sav/tn" or the gayatrf mantra. "Om Earth! I enter SavitrT. That
excellent [glory] of Savitf. Om Atmosphere! I enter SavitrT. The glory of god we meditate. Om Sky! I enter 
SavitrT. That he may stimulate our prayers" (tr. Oiivelle 1999:204). This mantra is the most sacred mantra of 
the Brahmanical tradition. It is imparted at initiation {upanayand) when the youth becomes a twice-born and 
a full participant in the religious life of the Brahmanical community. See Sharma (1988) for the religious use 
and symbolism of the gayatr/Tmantra in contemporary Hinduism.
3 In most sources the internalised fires are identified with the breath or with the five breaths, but in the Arunf
Upan/sad (2) the external fires are deposited in the stomach and the gayatn-mantra in the fire of speech. 
The internalisation of the fires is accompanied by the relinquishing of ritual paraphernalia into the fire or 
water.
4 The pra/sa is the technical term for the mantra 'l have renounced’, and constitutes an essential feature of 
the renunciatory rite. Oiivelle translates it as ‘Call’. Pra/sa is a technical term in Vedic ritual vocabulary, and 
within that context it refers to the formulae used by Adhvaryu priests to perform specific procedures, It is 
unclear why this formula was given that technical appellation (Oiivelle 1992:95; 1995:67 fn. 26).
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staff, sling, water-pot and bowl, reciting appropriate ritual formulae. Taking the 

aforementioned mendicant’s possessions, he goes to a water place, bathes and sips water, 

reciting mantras.5 Entering the water, he controls his breath sixteen times while reciting the 

Aghamarsana hymn; comes out of the water; squeezes the water from his clothes; wears 

another clean garment; and sips water. Then, taking the water strainer, he recites other 

mantras: to the elements, the sun, the ancestors and himself; he should then recite the 

sa v /trf mantra, up to an unlimited number of times.

2. According to Vasudevasrama,6 renunciation procedures are as follows:

To renounce, he: 1. Performs one penance if he belongs to an asram a and four if he does 

not (6.1-19; 21.2). 2. Performs eight sraddba-s (nine at 21.3) according to the rules of 

vrddb/draddha (7.1-61; 21.3-35). 3. Gathers the articles needed by a renouncer (8.24-27). 4. 

Declares his intention to renounce. Three rites follow immediately thereafter: worship of 

Ganapati, proclamation of an auspicious day, and worship of the divine mothers (21.37-38). 

5. Shaves his beard and head (except the top-knot), pares his nails and bathes (9.10; 21.39- 

41). 6. Kindles the sacred fires and offers the sacrifice to Brahman (21.41-44). 7. Performs 

the entry into SavitrT (8.28-29; 9.1-23; 21.49-56). 8. Performs the brabm anvadhana and 

declares his intention to fast (10.1-4; 21.57-64). 9. Offers the evening sacrifice (11.1; 21.67). 

10. Keeps awake and fasts during the night before renunciation (11.1-8). 11. Bathes in the 

morning, performs the samdhya worship and offers the fire sacrifice (12.1-5;21.72-74). 12. 

Offers a sacrifice to Prajapati or Agni Vaisvanara (12.6-27; 21.76-77). 13. Gives away all his 

possessions to the priest (12.11-12). 14. Deposits the fires in his self and discards the 

sacrificial utensils (12.29-35; 13.1-18; 21.72-74). 15. Makes a caru oblation to Purusa 

(13.27-33; 21.82-86). (A caru oblation is an offering of boiled rice with milk or butter. This is 

performed by someone with one fire, while someone with three fires offers an /stf, 

constituting a burnt offering of rice or barley. It is an oblation customarily associated with the 

worship of ancestors, frequently mentioned in inscriptions.) 16. Offers the v/raja oblation (an 

optional rite, 14.1-47). 17. Proclaims the pra/sa (16.1-27; 21.91-114) in the following 

manner: (i) takes leave of his relatives; (ii) leaves home and goes to a lake; (iii) declares his

5 The Surabhimati, Ablinga, VarunT, Hiranyavarna and Pavamam verses.
6 See Oiivelle (1976; 1977) for the full text. See Oiivelle (1977:38) for this resume.
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intention to renounce; (iv) makes an offering of water; (v) discards the sacrificial thread; (vi) 

plucks the hair of the top-knot; (vii) declares the pra/sa  ; (viii) gives the gift of safety to all 

creatures. 18. Either commits suicide (17.1-32; 21.115), or 19. Takes possession of the 

articles needed by the renouncer (18.1-13; 21.116-128). 20. Places himself under the 

guidance of a guru (19.1 -53; 21.129-160).



APPENDIX 10 

The date of Sankara
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Some of the more useful evidence concerning Sankara’s date may be summarised. 

Throughout the discussion it needs to be borne in mind that a disciple is not necessarily 

younger than a teacher, nor does a disciple nessarily write after the death of a teacher. 

Sankara could have had disciples who were older than him, or disiples could have 

written works prior to further literary activity of their teacher. However, given the textual 

evidence for the provision of a rough chronology, we may be reasonably sure of 

Sankara’s date within certain parameters.

According to tradition, Sankara’s param aguru (preceptor’s preceptor) was 

Gaudapada, who may be dated to not later than 500-570 CE.1 Sankara quotes from the 

Gaudapada/Gaudapadfya (M andukvaJ-kar/ka 2 (111.2; 111.38) in his Brahma-sutra-Jbhasya 

(2.15), but does not give a name here or in any other of his works (Lindtner 1985:275; 

Kunjunni Raja 1991:108). Sankara’s bftasya  on the Gaudapada-kar/ka (GK) is accepted 

by most scholars as one of Sankara’s genuine works, but Lindtner (1985) has argued 

that the author of this work fails to comprehend an important philosophical point made by 

Gaudapada.3 Sankara’s understanding of Gaudapada is so widely off the mark in several 

places that Lindtner believes (p. 277) that “apart from other considerations, [it is] almost 

inconceivable that the author of the B/?asya, as tradition would have us believe, should 

have been a direct pupil of a direct pupil of the author of the GK.’’

The evidence indicates that Sankara post-dates Bhartrhari (c7.425^450),4 Dignaga

1 Three Buddhist scholars (Bhavya, Santaraksita and KamalasTIa) quote from Gaudapada's Mandukya- 
kar/ka (Kunjunni Raja 1960:131; 1991:107). Bhavya quotes him in his Madtiyamaka-hfdaya-karika 
(8.13), but Lindtner (1992:61) believes it probable that Bhavya knew but sections 1-3 of GaudapadTya- 
kar/ka. A date for Bhavya of approximately 500 to 570 is generally accepted (Nakamura 1983:81-85; 
Kunjunni Raja 1991:107; Qvarnstrom 1999:176). Nakamura's dates for Santaraksita (680 to 740) and 
KamalaSTIa (700 to 750) have been challenged (Thrasher 1979:138). Kunjunni Raja (1960:139; 
1991:113) dates both Santaraksita and KamalasTia forty-five years later: Santaraksita wrote his Tattva- 
samgrafra before he left for Tibet (around 763), and KamalasTia arrived in Tibet in 792, and died there 
shortly after 794.
2 Also known as Agama-dastra,
3 This concerns Gaudapada’s use of the term ajatf-samata—oK\& of Gaudapada's ‘fingerprint’ 
terms—which Sankara understood differently to the sense intended by Gaudapada.
4 See Aklujkar (1994:21): Sankara criticises Bhartrhari's sphota doctrine, it is known from Punyaraja's 
commentary on the yakyapadya (11,486) that one of Bhartrhari’s teachers was Vasurata, who was a 
younger contemporary of Vasubandhu, who was a teacher of Dignaga. Vasubandhu lived in the first 
half of the fifth century (Kunjunni Raja 1960:133).
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(£480—540)5 and DharmakTrti (£530-600® or 634—6737). In his Upadesasahasrf 

(18.141-142), Sankara quotes two verses8 from DharmakTrti’s Pram anavartt/ka (2.354).9 

Suresvara, Sankara’s main pupil, also cites one of these same verses from DharmakTrti 

in his magnum cpus, the Brhadaranyaka-bhasya-vartt/ka (4.3.476),10 and also names 

him (4.3.753).11 According to Sankara’s hagiographical tradition, the philosophers 

Kumarila and Mandanamisra (Sankara’s chief adversary) were Sankara’s 

contemporaries. However, it seems probable that Sankara slightly post-dates Kumarila,12 

who may have written his Brhaffika between 630 and 640, in his old age,13 but Sankara

See Qvarnstrom (1999:178). Dignaga, in his Pramanasamuccaya (V), quotes two verses from 
Bhartfhari’s Vyakbyad/ya (Lindtner 1994:200). Sankara (BSB 2.2.28) quotes from Dignaga
{A/ambanapanksa, v. 6). This verse is also quoted by KamalaSila in his Pany/ka, as that of Dignaga 
(Kunjunni Raja (1991:106).
6 See Lindtner (1992:56-59): Bhavya (£.500-570) and Dharmapala (£7.530-561)—who Bhavya 
knew—quote DharmakTrti. See also Qvarnstrom (1999:178).
7 Taranatha, in his HZsto/y of Buddb/sm> states that DharmakTrti was alive during the period of King Sroh- 
btsan-sgam-po (617-651). The Chinese pilgrim l-tsing (634—713) also mentions DharmakTrti as 
Kumarila's contemporary (Pathak 1892a, Art.VIII:90; Belvalkar 1929:211). This evidence has been cited 
to date DharmakTrti to 634-673 (Nakamura 1983:76-77). Kunjunni Raja (1960:135) dates him to the 
early seventh century.
8 Dignaga’s main work, the Pramanasamuccaya, was reworked by DharmakTrti in his Pramanavartt/ka: 
When, in the BSB, Sankara is attacking Vijnanavada Buddhists, the ideas attacked—if terminology is 
taken into consideration—appear almost certainly to be those of DharmakTrti (Nakamura 1983:76). 
There has been an attempt made by Sankaranarayanan (1995b) to suggest that some of the 
quotations of Dignaga and DharmakTrti used by Sankara—which have been cited above as evidence for 
Sankara’s date—are in fact from an earlier period. This would permit an earlier date for Sankara, of 
earlier than 500 CE. However, as Kunjunni Raja (1995) observes, the arguments are weak.
0 A third verse (18.143), often cited in philosophical works, also appears to be a quotation of DharmakTrti 
(Nakamura 1983:76).
10 This particular verse, beginning abb/nno’p f hibuddbyatma,.., is particularly famous and is quoted in 
numerous philosophical works, including Kumarila’s S/oka-vartt/ka and Madhava’s Sarva-dardana- 
samgraba (2.206-207).
11 See Pathak (1892a, Art.VIII); Belvalkar (1929:211); Umesh (1981:100); Nakamura (1983:76).
12 Kumarila refers several times to Dignaga (Umesh 1981:35). Kumarila and DharmakTrti were probably
contemporaries (Lindtner 1992:56-57), as maintained by the Buddhist tradition. DharmakTrti appears to
criticise Kumarila’s S/oka-vartt/ka, while Kumarila, in his Brbatt/ka, seems to be objecting to statements in 
DharmakTrti’s Pramanavartt/ka (Kunjunni Raja 1991:109; Taber 1992:180). At the beginning of his 
Ta/tt/rfya-Upan/sad-bbasya Sankara appears to be attacking the views expressed in Kumarila's S/oka- 
vartt/ka, This is corroborated by a remark by Suresvara in his Vartt/ka on Sankara’s commentary 
(Belvalkar 1929:209; Kunjunni Raja 1960:137; Halbfass 1983:iv). In the S/oka-vartt/ka Kumarila 
frequently criticises the Jaina philosopher Akalanka, who most probably lived after the seventh century 
(Pathak 1892b, Art.XVI;221-223). (According to one tradition, Akalanka was contemporary of the 
Rastrakuta emperor, Sahasatuhga Dantidurga, who is mentioned in a grant dated 753 CE {daka 675) 
(Belvalkar 1929:210). If the tradition were true, then the date of Kumarila would have to be moved to 
the first half of the eighth century. However, Akalanka’s dates are controversial.)
1S Concerning an upper limit for Kumarila: firstly, his S/oka-vartt/ka is quoted in the Tattva-samgraba of 
Santaraksita (£680-740) (Nakamura 1983:84—85). Secondly, MaheSvara, in his commentary on the 
N/rukta, quotes from the S/oka-vartt/ka, Mahe§vara was a contemporary of Harisvamin, who wrote a 
commentary on the Satapatba-brabmana in 638 CE (Kunjunni Raja 1991:110). So Kumarila’s date 
cannot be much later than middle of the seventh century. (See also Halbfass 1988:183.) it also seems 
that Sankara (in his Ta/tt/r/ya-bbasyd) was attacking the views of Kumarila (Pathak 1892b, Art.XVI:217).
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may have been a contemporary of Mandanamisra,14 whose literary activity was probably 

in the second half of the seventh century (Thrasher 1979:137-139).15 In conclusion, while 

Sankara’s floruit may have been around 700 CE—around a century before the widely 

accepted date of 788-820—he cannot have lived much later than the beginning of the 

ninth century.16

14 in his Sphota-siddhf, Mandanamisra quotes from DharmakTrti’s Pram ana- vartt/ka. He also quotes 
fifteen times from Kumarila’s S/oka-vartt/ka, and once from his Tantra-vartt/ka, However, neither 
Mandanamisra nor Sankara refer to one another, even though both held remarkably similar 
philosophical positions (Thrasher 1979:118-120). Mandana almost certainly makes references to 
Sankara's BSB, and appears to have had the text before him when he wrote the Brahma-siddhi,; one of 
his later works (Kuppuswami Sastri 1937:xlv—xlvii, Iviii; Kunjunni Raja 1960:143; Thrasher 
1979:122-129). Suresvara, Sankara’s chief disciple, also knew Mandanamisra’s work, criticising him and 
reproducing his material with only slight rewording, Mandanamisra is not named by SureSvara, but his 
opponent is almost certainly MandanamiSra, as SureSvara in his Ata/skartnya-s/ddb/paraphrases or 
quotes from MandanamiSra’s Brahma-s/ddh/. It is possible that Mandanamisra read Sankara (who died 
aged 32 according to tradition), but that a response to their differences was made by SureSvara 
(Thrasher 1979:131-137). It was suggested (Ch. 5,3) that the extreme rivalry between Sankara and 
Mandanamtera, as depicted in the hagiographies of Sankara, may have been primarily due to their 
different religious persuasions rather than philosophical views.
15 Umbeka is not mentioned in the Tattva-samgra/ia of Santaraksita (680-740 or 725-785), but is 
mentioned by his disciple Kamala§Tla (700-750 or 745-795) in his Pady/ka. Umbeka, whose literary 
activity may have been between 760 and 790, comments on the MandanamiSra’s Bhavana-v/veka 
(Thrasher 1979:138-139).
16 Jinasena quotes Vidyananda—another Jaina—in his Ad/purana, his final work, which was written 
around 838. Vidyananda, in his Astadatr, quotes from SureSvara’s Brhadaranyaka-bfiasya-varttfka 
(Pathak 1892b, Art. XVI:224—229; Belvalkar 1929:214). At the end of VacaspatimiSra's, the A/yaya- 
sucfn/bandba, it is stated that it was written in 841 CE (samvat 898), which is quite reliable (Nakamura 
1983:65-66). Kunjunni Raja (1960:143-144) notes Hacker’s suggestion that the date should be taken 
as daka 898 (equivalent to 976 CE), but disagrees with the later date, In the Bhatnatf (1.3,17), a 
commentary on the BSB, Vacaspati Mi£ra criticises the views of Padmapada, referring several times to 
his Pancapadfka (Belvalkar 1929:214; Kunjunni Raja 1960:145).
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Initiation of kings by rajaguru-s (600-1200)
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Vikramaditya I of the Cajukya dynasty of BadamT had as many as three sa/va preceptors, 

the first, SrT Sudarsanacarya, performing the s/va mancfafa dTksa, for which he was 

granted a village in 660. Another of his gurus, SrT Meghacarya, aiso received a village in 

the same year. An inscription of 1039 reveals that the Kalamukha, KriyaSakti Pandita 

Deva, was raja-guru  of the Western Ca|ukya, (Jaya) Simha Deva. Sarvesvarasakti 

Deva—an acarya of seventy-seven temples—was ra ja-guru  of another Calukyan 

monarch, SomeSvara Deva, in 1070. In 1129 Somesvara Deva Bhulokamalla made a 

grant to the raja-guru, Vamasakti Pandita, the greatest of the Kalamukha gurus, who also 

received a grant, in 1156, from the Bijjana Devarasa of the Kalacuriyas, over whom the 

guru had considerable influence.

Vamasakti was also most probably the raja-guru of the Hoysala king, VIra, 

receiving a village from a grant made in 1193. It appears from another inscription, in 

1191, that Kriyasakti Deva was also the ra ja-guru  of the Hoysala ruler Narasimha Deva. 

The ra ja-guruLs of the Hoysalas seem to have come from Asandi-nad, where there were 

five matha-s, the priests from there being known as Kampanacaryas. As recorded in 

1245, the Yadava (or Seuna) rulers had Rudrasakti Deva, from the Kotesvara (or 

Kotinatha) temple of Kuppatur, as their Kalamukha ra ja-guru  (Saletore 1935; Nandi 

1973:101-102; Settar 1999).

Co|a regents, from Rajaraja to Kulottunga (£1000-1200), were initiated by a long 

line of Saiva-Siddhantin aca/ya-s, many of whom came from north or central India (Lata, 

Gauda and Madhya regions). Their ‘surnames’ were all -&Va (and often -s/va-pandit£) 

they were authors of a number of texts (Rajamanickam 1964:228-231; Nagaswamy 

1998).

King Devendravarmana of the eastern Ganga dynasty was initiated into Saivism 

by Patangasivacarya, who received a village as cfaks/na, The Kalamukha, Vidyesvara, 

was acknowledged as the preceptor of the eastern Ca|ukya, Amma II (Vijayaditys VI), 

who donated four villages to his sect. Kumara SvamT was the preceptor of another regent 

of the eastern Cajukyas, Yuddhamalla II, who built a monastery for the exclusive use of 

sa/va monks and preceptors.

The preceptor of the CedT king, Yuvarajadeva, was Sadbhava Sambhu, who 

received a large province as b/v'ksa ('charitable donation’). King Ganapatideva of the
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KakatTya dynasty was ordained by his preceptor, Visvesvara Sambhu (Saletore 1935; 

Nandi 1973:101-102; Settar 1999). The eastern Calukyas were also, from the beginning 

and throughout their rule, active patrons of Jainism. The early KakatTyas, based in 

Warangal, supported Jainism at the beginning of their reign (Desai 1957:19-22).
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APPENDIX 12

The military campaigns of naga samnyasFs under the command of Rajendra Giri Gosain 
(d.1763), and his oeta-s, the brothers Anup Giri Gosain (Himmat Bahadur) (1730-1804)

and Umrao Giri Gosain (b.1734),

The gosairt-s, Rajendra Giri, Anup Giri, Umrao Giri, and their naga sam nyasf armies, 

fought on behalf of several rulers and regents, their mercenary approach to war resulting 

on some occasions in their changing sides to fight on behalf of former adversaries. Their 

patrons in the mid-eighteenth century included the Safdar Jang 'vazTr (‘chancellor’) to 

the Mughal Emperor (Ahmad Sah) and ruler of the province of Avadh, and his successor 

Shuja-ud-Daulah.2 Campaigns were launched against the encroaching Afghans,3 and an 

unsuccessful attempt to capture Delhi was also pursued in 1753, resulting in the death of 

Rajendra Giri. In league with the Afghans, the naga-s also fought the Marathas. Before 

the battle of Panipat in 1761, an assembly of the Afghans were most upset at the sight 

the naked army of Shuja, “with their things and buttocks exposed” (Sarkar 1958:158).

A combined army of Mughals, Pathans, Ruheias, Rajputs, naga-s and others 

fought the British in battles at Patna and Buxar in 1764. However, the British repelled the 

attackers with superior fire-power (Sarkar 1958:163-166). Anup Giri and Umrao Giri 

continued their mercenary activites under other patrons, including the Jats under JavahTr 

Singh, in their unsuccessful campaign to capture Delhi from the Ruheias in 1764 and 

1765 (Sarkar 1958:170-172). However, in 1767 the two gosaf/7-s again changed sides, 

serving under the Maratha, Ragunath Rao (Sarkar 1958:178). During Rao’s absence in 

the Deccan, the gosa/n-s lived by plundering Bundelkhand, to be subsequently re

employed by the navaboi Avadh, Shuja-ud-Daulah, between 1767 and 1775. They were

paid the colossal sum of 48,000 rupees per year (Bhalla 1944:129). Together with the
1 The Mughals also supported RamanandT naga-s at Ayodhya. Safdar Jang granted seven bkgha-s of 
land at Hanuman hill to Abhay Ram Das, the abbott of the NirvanT akhada. During the reign of Shuja’s 
successor, Asaf ud-Daulah (r. 1775-1793) funds were raised to construct part of the fortess-like building 
to be found at this site. It seems that originally the Naths and then the Da£anamTs were the former 
occupants of the hill. The DaSanamTs also used to dominate Ayodhya, but were evicted from Ayodhya 
(except for the Siddhigiri mathd\, and the hill, then occupied by the Juna akhada RamanandT forces 
were led by Abhay Ram Das (van der Veer 1988:143-147), All Mughal emperors, from Akbar to Sah 
Alam II (the last Mughal emperor, r. 1759-1806) also supported Nath institutions and individuals, as has 
the royal house of Nepal since the mid-eighteenth century. Sah Alam II was highly influenced by the 
charisma and yogic powers of Mastnath (White 2001:8, 15).
2 Politically expedient ‘religious syncretism’ on the part of regents and power-brokers during this period 
was not uncommon (see Bayly 1985:177-191).
3 In one campaign the Afghans, under Ahmad Sah Abdali, attacked the holy shrine of Gokul, near 
Mathura. Four thousand naga samnyasFs and ba/ragks defended the shrine, but two thousand of them 
were slain (Sarkar 1958:154).
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Maratha, Gopal Rao, the two gosa/n-s were employed as high commanders who held 

the power of dastkfiat ('signature’), entitling them enlist troops without reference to Shuja 

(Barnett 1987:79).4 For the next fifteen years the gosain-s served a series of regimes5 in 

Delhi, interspersed with periods of sanctioned plunder. Anup Giri’s last patron, from 1789 

and 1802, was the Maratha Ali Bahadur, who eventually conquered Bundelkhand with 

the assistance of Anup Giri’s forces, for which he was rewarded with 1,300,000 Rs. 
(Bhalla 1944:133).6

The Treaty of Bassein, signed in 1802, ceded large parts of Bundelkhand from the 

Marathas to the British. In 1803 Anup Giri and his forces at first united with the Marathas 

to repel the British, who were threatening Anup’s territory. However, through the British 

Collector, Mr. Mercer, and Colonel Mieselbach, Anup sold himself and his 4,000 cavalry 

and 8,000 foot-soldiers to the British. When his forces arrived they received a thirteen- 

gun-salute (Bhalla 1944:134). Alongside the British under Colonel Powell, they 

conquered Bundelkhand, defeating the Maratha chief, Shamsher Bahadur (son and 

succesor of Ali BahadQr), other warlords and Bundela chieftans (Pinch 1997:10). Anup 

concluded a treaty with the British on September 4th, yielding a Jagfr of 2,200,000 

rupees, the right to maintain a force of 10,000 cavalry, and a swathe of land between 

Kalpi (near Mathura) and Allahabad. Anup’s brother Umrao Giri had been imprisoned on 

account of a conspiracy, but his release and a pension were negotiated. Anup Giri died 

in 1804 at the age of seventy, shortly after the conclusion of the war.7 Anup Giri had a 

son, Narinder Giri, but he did not inherit his father’s estate (Bhalla 1944:135).8

4 In battle against the Marathas in 1787, £afva nagagosa/n-s under Anup Girl fought alongside another
army of nagas, including five thousand musketeers, under the va/snava ba/ragf commander, 
Balanananda, who was in service to the Maharaja of Jaipur, who had up to 10,000 nagas in his army 
(Bhalla 1944:130-134; Sarkar 1958:226-252; Chandra 1977:21).
6 These were Mirza Najaf Khan (who seized Delhi in 1773); the Maratha, Madhav Rao Scindia (from 
1784); and Sah Alam II. Anup was in charge of the defense of the city during the two latter regimes.

In 1791 Anup Giri placed local Rajputs and others under the command of a Dutch colonel, John 
Mieselbach (Sarkar 1958:256).
7 Anup established a small town in Bundelkhand, named Gosainpur (Hunter 1885, Vol. 5:173). His 
earthly remains were deposited in a tomb, two miles north of Banda.
8 According to Sarkar (1958:205), Anup Giri's son was Kumar Ganga Giri, and another adopted son was 
Kumar Kaficangir. Umrao Giri had two sons, namely Kumar Jagat Giri and Uttam Giri, who were also 
involved in courtly life and mercenary activity (Sarkar 1958:245).
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