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20. The Scope of Aṣṭādaśavarṇana 
in the mahākāvya Mathurābhyudaya 

by Shankar Rajaraman
- R S Hariharan

Abstract: 

This study examines the selective deployment of the traditional 

aṣṭādaśavarṇana (eighteen descriptive categories) in Mathurābhyudaya, 

an unpublished Sanskrit mahākāvya by the contemporary Sanskrit poet 
Shankar Rajaraman. Focusing on twelve varnana tropes—nagara (city), 

arṇava (ocean), śaila (mountain), ṛtu (seasons), candra (moon), arka 

(sun), madhupāna (wine-drinking), vipralambha (love separation), mantra 

(ministerial counsel), dūta (embassy), prayāṇa (travel), and āji (battle)—
the paper analyzes how their strategic employment shapes the narrative and 

aesthetic fabric of the epic. Through close textual analysis, it reveals how 

these descriptive frameworks deepen the portrayal of Krsna’s progression 

from pastoral simplicity to city’s grandeur, intertwining natural imagery, 

emotional nuance, and dramatic tension. This selective and discerning 

engagement highlights the poet’s creative adaptation of classical kāvya 
conventions and offers novel insights into the dynamics of form and 
meaning in contemporary Sanskrit mahākāvya.

Keywords: Mathurābhyudaya, aṣṭādaśavarṇana, Sanskrit mahākāvya, 
Kṛṣṇa, Sanskrit poetics, Shankar Rajaraman, Kaṁsavadha

Introduction

Mathurābhyudaya is an unpublished Sanskrit mahākāvya composed 
by a contemporary poet, which narrates Krsna’s transformative journey 

from the pastoral simplicity of Gokula to the urban grandeur of Mathurā. 
Central to this epic’s poetic architecture is the traditional framework of 
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aṣṭādaśavarṇana1, incorporating eighteen descriptive tropes conventionally 

used in classical Sanskrit kāvya. This paper discusses twelve of these var
nanas—nagara (city), arṇava (ocean), śaila (mountain), ṛtu (seasons), 

candra (moon), arka (sun), madhupāna (wine-drinking), vipralambha 

(love separation), mantra (ministerial counsel), dūta (embassy), prayāṇa 

(travel), and āji (battle) — that are employed in Mathurābhyudaya. Five of 

the other six varṇanas
, 
namely, udyāna (garden), salila-krīḍā (water-sport), 

madanotsava (madana-festival), vivāha (marriage), and kumārodaya (birth 

of princes) do not figure in this mahākāvya because they are inconsequential 
to the narrative. Nāyakābhyudaya — the hero’s triumph — is the summum 

bonum of the mahākāvya that is realized by Krsna through his slaying of 

the elephant Kuvalayāpīda first and then, of the wrestler Cānūra and the 
tyrant king Kam 

• sa. The employment of descriptive tropes in accordance 

with the demands of the narrative reflects the poet’s adherence to propriety 
(aucitya) of plot as per indicated by a commentator on Dandi’s Kāvyādarśa 
(1.192), prioritizing thematic relevance to the Kam 

• savadha narrative over 

superfluous description. This selective usage exemplifies the poet’s skill in 
adapting classical conventions to serve the thematic and narrative demands 

of the epic, crafting a focused and emotionally resonant portrayal of Krsn

a, from a rustic cowherd to divine protector-wrestler.

Beyond its formal deployment of the aṣṭādaśavarṇana, 

Mathurābhyudaya is significant as a contemporary Sanskrit mahākāvya 
that reinvigorates the epic portrayal of Krsna by interweaving spiritual, 

philosophical, and heroic themes in ways that resonate with modern 

poetic sensibilities. Its narrative innovation and thematic depth offer fresh 
perspectives on the continuing vitality of the Sanskrit epic tradition. 

1.      ZJamU©de¡bmVw©MÝÐmH$m}X`dU©Z¡…&CÚmZg{bbH«$sS>m_YwnmZaVmoËgd¡…&&

     {dàbå^¡{d©dmh¡üHw$_mamoX`dU©Z¡…& _ÝÌXyVà`mUm{OZm`H$mä`wX`¡a{n&& (Kāvyādarśa 1.16-17)
2.      Ý`yZ_ß`Ì`¡…H¡${üX“¡…H$mì`§ZXwî`{V&1.20 (Kāvyādarśa of Daṇḍin)

     A`§ ^md…ZJ`m©{XdU©Z§ agn[anmofm`& gMoËn[anmof… e¡bdU©ZoZ¡d ñ`mV V{h© ZJ`m©{XdU©Z_       
     qH${MËH$a{_{V& (Commentary on the above by Rangacharya Raddi Shastri)
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Shankar Rajaraman (b. 1976), an accomplished Kavi and an 

Aṣṭāvadhāni from Bengaluru, Karnataka, brings a rare blend of classical 

and contemporary sensibilities to Mathurābhyudaya. Holding advanced 

degrees in Medicine, Psychiatry, Psychology, and Sanskrit, Shankar 

is a prolific poet and translator, with works such as Bhārāvatārastava, 

Citranaiṣadham, and translations of Kokila Sandeśa and Madhurāvijaya. 

His poetry, often reflects the influences of Kālidāsa’s clarity and prasāda 
guṇa, Abhinanda’s measured svabhāvokti, Vedānta Deśika’s balanced 
explicitness, and Gangādevī’s śabdamādhurya. A recipient of the 2019 
Maharshi Badrayan Vyas Samman, Shankar’s innovative engagement 

with Sanskrit poetics positions Mathurābhyudaya as a pinnacle of modern 

mahākāvya composition3.

Despite the aṣṭādaśavarṇana’s central role in kāvya poetics since 
ancient times, focused scholarly analysis of how these varnanas are 

selectively employed in individual works—particularly in unpublished 

or contemporary Sanskrit mahākāvyas—remains surprisingly limited. 
Mathurābhyudaya, as a contemporary composition engaging with this 

classical heritage, offers a valuable case study to examine how traditional 
poetic frameworks are adapted to new thematic and narrative contexts. The 

poet’s deliberate selection of twelve out of the eighteen varnanas reveals 

a nuanced creative strategy, emphasizing certain emotional and symbolic 

registers aligned with the epic’s central concern: the spiritual and societal 

upliftment of the people of Mathurā. This selective use not only exemplifies 
innovation within tradition but also reflects contemporary Sanskrit literary 
practices that balance reverence for canonical forms with fresh artistic 

expression.

3. The  poet acknowledge these  influences in the colophon of his yet-to-be-published khaṇḍa-kāvya                    

     Rāmānuyātram: B{V lrH$m{bXmg¡H$XmgoZ lr_X{^ÝXm{^ZpÝXZm lrÌæ`ÝVXo{eH$dMmo@ZwdV©ZXr{jVoZ      
   H$ë`mUnwadm{gZm {MÝVmH${dZm e‘>aoU a{MV§ am_mZw`mÌ§ Zm_IÊS>H$mì`§ g_máå&
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By exploring Mathurābhyudaya’s varnana deployment, this paper 

contributes to the understanding of the aṣṭādaśavarṇana as a living and 

adaptable literary device and to broader conversations on how Sanskrit 

mahākāvya evolves in the modern era. It underscores the importance of 
studying unpublished and lesser-known works to expand the scholarly 

horizon beyond classical and canonical texts, opening new avenues for 

research in Sanskrit poetics and literary history.

Despite the long-standing tradition of the aṣṭādaśavarṇana in 

Sanskrit literature, there remains a surprising scarcity of dedicated 

scholarly study on this convention. By analyzing the instances of these 

twelve varnanas within Mathurābhyudaya, this paper aims to illuminate 

how the poet employs descriptive conventions to enhance narrative depth, 

emotional nuance, and dramatic tension for the Kam 
• savadha narrative. The 

study thereby contributes fresh insights into the dynamic interplay between 

form and meaning in Sanskrit mahākāvya, while also shedding light on the 
creative possibilities within contemporary Sanskrit literary production.

Methodology: This study employs close textual analysis of 

Mathurābhyudaya against Dand in’s Kāvyādarśa to examine the use of 
the a ds ādaśavarnana framework. The primary source is the unpublished 

manuscript, sourced directly from the poet and available for scholarly review 

upon request, with select verses included in footnotes for accessibility. 
Despite the a ds ādaśavarnana’s importance in Sanskrit mahākāvya, no prior 
study has systematically analyzed its application in a single work, especially 

in contemporary contexts. This gap, coupled with limited scholarship on 

modern Sanskrit literature compared to classical texts like Raghuvam 
• śa, 

highlights the need to study Mathurābhyudaya as a modern adaptation of 
traditional forms.

Literature Review: 
The a ds ādaśavarnana, a framework of eighteen descriptive 

categories in Sanskrit mahākāvya, is noted in treatises like Kāvyādarśa 
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for enhancing narrative imagery and emotion. However, scholarly focus 

on their selective use in individual works, particularly contemporary ones, 

is limited. Most studies address classical mahākāvyas (5th–13th centuries 
CE), such as Raghuvam 

• śa and Kirātārjunīya, with little attention to modern 
or unpublished texts. The selective application of varnanas remains 

underexplored. This paper fills this gap by analyzing the twelve varnanas 

used in Mathurābhyudaya, offering insights into its innovative adaptation 
of traditional poetics. Detailed analyses of each varnana connect their 

thematic and aesthetic roles to the epic’s narrative, contributing to broader 

discussions on the evolution of Sanskrit literary practices.

Varnanas not spotlighted:

The selective use of specific varnanas in Mathurābhyudaya aligns 
with the principle of aucitya (propriety) which is essential for narrative 

coherence. Varnanas such as udyāna (garden), salila-krīḍā (water-

sport), madanotsava (madana-festival), vivāha (married separation), and 

kumārodaya (birth of princes) are not spotlighted in order to strategically 

maintain focus on Krsna’s transition from pastoral simplicity to divine 

heroism in the Kaṁsavadha narrative. However, they do creep occasionally 
into the narrative tangentially. For example, the verse 3.154 alludes 

to udyāna-s (gardens) in the context of describing the city’s landscape. 

Madanotsava and vivāha are avoided by the poet because they are not part 
and parcel of the narrative and could unnecessarily shift the attention of 

the readers to romantic or domestic themes. Kumārodaya is irrelevant, 

as the narrative centers on Krsna’s mature heroism rather than his birth. 

As already described, nāyakābhyudaya is the very outcome of Krsna’s 

journey to Mathurā and his ultimate triumph over Kam 
• sa. By sidelining 

these varnanas, the poet avoids narrative redundancy and an “obsession” 

with completeness, ensuring that each descriptive category serves the 

4.    jU{_h {dhaÜd_ÜdZrZm B{V _YwnÜd{Zbrb`m ~«wdmU¡…&

     àg^_wndZ¡[aVñVVü à{VhVgy`©_ar{Mdr{MH$mgw&&15&&
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epic’s thematic and aesthetic goals of portraying Krsna’s spiritual and 

heroic transformation .

Analysis of Selected Varnanas

   1. ZJa_²(City)

The nagaravarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya operates not merely as 

scenic description but as a metaphorical canvas for Krsna’s psychological 

and spiritual transformation. As the protagonist moves from the pastoral 

environs of Gokula to the sophisticated urban landscape of Mathurā, the 
poet employs a series of carefully structured images to mark this transition. 

In verse 3.115, the shift in physical environment is likened to a young girl’s 

emergence into adulthood: “As the chariot moved from the villages toward 

the city, the landscape changed gradually, like fresh youth unfolding from 

the innocence of a young maiden.” This simile subtly mirrors Krsna’s own 

transition—from playful cowherd to divinely ordained hero—suggesting a 

maturation that is both spatial and emotional. Verses (3.126–3.137) further 

articulate this transformation through sensory contrasts. The rural auditory 

landscape—“the sweet sound of bangled hands pounding grain”—fades 

as tall buildings rise, and gold ornaments outshine the simple lotus-fiber 
adornments. These verses mark not only a change in physical setting but  

also a shift in values and tone, from the intimate rhythms of village life to 

the grandeur and complexity of royal power. Thus, the city is more than 

a backdrop—it is a narrative threshold. Through this varṇana, the poet 

positions Mathurā as a site of heightened tension and divine purpose, where 
rustic innocence gives way to cosmic confrontation. In the first ten verses 

5.    AW Mb{V aWo {dhm` n„ra{^ZJ[a {j{VaÝ`Wod OmVm&
     ZdVéUd`mo{dbmgbú_r{dK{Q>V_m¡½Ü`JwUm dYy{Q>Ho$d&&11&&
6.    {dab{dabnU©em{bH$mg wà{VnX_wpËWVgm¡Y_m{bH$mgw&
     à_w{fV_wgbmdnmVbrbmH$bdb`mo‚db~mhþZm{bH$mgw&&12&&
7.    H$ZH$_{Ubbm_Ym_Xya½b{nV{~gm‘x>a^yfUÀN>Q>mgw&
     Ìw{Q>VgabVmH$Wmgw Z¦Um§ ^{U{VeV¡énMmaMmé~ÝY¡…&&13&&
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of the next sarga, the poet describes the various facets of Mathurā through 
the eyes of Krsna and Balarāma and in the process brings out the difference 
in their outlook towards life itself. The nagaravarṇana therefore functions 

both structurally and symbolically, foregrounding the epic’s thematic 

concern with transformation, identity, and destiny.

    2.  AU©d… (Ocean)

There is no one section in this mahākāvya that is particularly devoted 
to the description of the ocean. However, the ocean serves the purpose 

of a metaphor in some places and in one case, is described as part of the 

description of early morning. The arṇavavarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya 

functions as a recurring metaphor that evokes divine power, cosmic scale, 

and narrative magnitude. Far from being a mere descriptive flourish, the 
ocean imagery serves to deepen the poem’s mythic resonance, situating  

Krsna’s actions within a larger metaphysical and universal framework. In 

verse 2.328, Krsna’s valor is equated to an ocean with the Sudarśana discus 
appearing therein like a whirlpool; the Asura army trembles momentarily 

like a boat when it encounters this whirlpool, only to be engulfed by it the next 

moment. This metaphor transforms the battlefield into a marine expanse, 
and Krsna into a boundless force of nature—expansive, overwhelming, 

and inexorable. In verse 4.449, the city of Mathurā is likened to earth itself 
- its suburbs resembling continents and the lakes surrounding it akin to 

the oceans girdling the earth. This framing elevates the city’s symbolic 

importance while simultaneously casting it as besieged, in need of Krsna’s 

protection. The imagery amplifies the tension between the terrestrial and 

8.     gwXe©ZmdV©gZmW_rSo>^wOàVmnmU©d_ñ` ^y`…&

      ajü_yZ©í`{V `Ì Zm¡H$m àH$mí` nm[aßbdVm§ _whÿV©_²&&32&&
9.    ZmZmW©ûcm¿`emImZJa_`_hmÛrnXràmdH$mem§
     H$mgmamå^mo{YHy$bmoÀN>{bVObH$UmoÔm_gr_m{^am_m_²&
     n¥Ïdr_odmee‘>o  >nwa_gwa^amV’>g’>mo{MV“r
     _J«oXodmoX`mdm{ÞO^wO_hgmajUr`m§_wam[a…&&44&&
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the divine, the vulnerable and the omnipotent. Finally, in verse 8.1610, the 

poet stages the ocean as a participant in the nocturnal drama: “The ocean 

seemed to perform a midnight play with dancing waves… stars departed 

like an audience on the onset of dawn when the play came to an end.” 

Here, the natural world aligns itself with the unfolding epic, lending a 

cosmic aesthetic to the narrative’s emotional and spiritual stakes. Through 

these episodes, the arṇavavarṇana accomplishes more than atmospheric 

embellishment—it articulates Krsna’s transcendence and the epic’s 

gravitas. The ocean becomes a poetic vehicle through which the poem 

invokes awe, dramatizes power, and magnifies its theological vision.

   3.  e¡b… (Mountain)

Mountains, like oceans, are not described as a regular trope in  

Mathurābhyudaya. The śailavarnana functions on dual planes: as physical 

topography and as a reflective mirror of the protagonist’s emotional 
landscape. Mountains in this epic are not passive features of the setting 

but dynamic agents that reveal, contrast, or soothe inner states, especially 

those of Krsna In verses 1.2911–1.3012, the poet juxtaposes the distant, 

unmoving hardness of mountains with the softness and vulnerability of 

human hearts, suggesting that inanimate nature may appear more stoic than 

sentient beings. This contrast heightens the poignancy of Krsna’s sorrow 

and emotional struggle, subtly emphasizing his empathy and emotional 

complexity. The image of mountain streams gently washing Krsna’s face 

operates on a symbolic register as well—it is as if nature itself seeks to 

console him. The tactile softness of the streams becomes a metaphor for 

10.    gw{Mao à`moJ Bd `m{V {ZerWo Obam{ea”_wIamo{_©ZQ>o@ÝVå&
      AJ_Þ{Y{ð>Vnañnan¥ð>§ à{VnÞnm[afXarV` F$jm…&&16&&
11.   nmfmUH${R>Zm Xyao VoZmb{j {J[aÀN>Q>m&
      gw_ZmoXw~©b§ nw§gm_emo{M öX` §nwZ…&&29&&
12.    ¹$m{n e¡b{ea… nmVr {ZP©aów{Q>Vmo@í_gw&
      __mO© erH$amgma¡ñVñ` {MÝVm{db§ _wI_²&&30&&
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emotional succor, underscoring the reciprocity between the external world 

and Krsna’s inner experience. Thus, the śailavarnana functions as a site 

of emotional projection and resolution, transforming landscape description 

into an exploration of psychological states. The mountains, enduring and 

vast, provide a stage upon which the tension between divine mission and 

human feeling is played out.

   4.  G$Vw… (Seasons)

The ṛtuvarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya serves not merely as a 

decorative device but as a poetic strategy to align shifts in season with 

emotional, dramatic, and narrative developments. Śarad (autumn) in verse 
1.3313 marks Krsna’s departure from Gokula. The paddy fields “bend their 
heads,” unable to bear his mental agitation. Nature itself is drawn into the 

emotional register of the scene, with the fields acting almost as sentient 
beings reflecting the sorrow of parting. Verse 4.4314 introduces vasanta 

(spring) as Krsna and Balarāma walk through the streets of Mathurā: “Kr

sna accompanied by Balrāma, moved through the streets of Mathurā like 
spring, accompanied by the Malaya breeze, through woods, as the citizens 

joyously welcomed them like sylvan deities, the latter”. Here, ṛtu becomes 

a metaphor for renewal and auspiciousness. In verse 5.2915, the  summer 

becomes a metaphor to describe Krsna’s  benevolent encounter with Kubjā. 
The touch of Krsna’s hand melts away Kubjā’s hunch like the touch of 
the sun’s rays melting away the forest’s snow. This episode enriches the 

seasonal palette of the poem, allowing grīṣma to participate in the emotional 

13.    CnoÝÐ_wpËWVjmo^_wXr{jVw{_dmj_m…&
      AmgÞÜdJVo joÌo emb`mo ZV_m¡b`…&&33&&
14.   nwagaUrfw g#ma{V gr[agIo gagréhojUo
      gh_b`m{Zbo {d{nZdr{Wfw M¡Ì BdmÎm{d^«__²&
      àOJXw[aË`H¥${Ì_dM…H«$_Šc¥áM_ËH¥${V àOm…
      àH${Q>VH$m¡VwH$àU`{Zd¥©V`mo dZXodVm `Wm&&43&&
15.    OJ¥ho {dbrZKZnrZJSw>Vw{hZJÊS>`m V`m&
       _mYdñ` _{h_m{Ve`m{Û{nZ{l`od Zdê$nZ¡nwUr&&29&&
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symbolism of the epic. Together, these verses show how seasonal imagery 

is used not just for environmental texture but to mirror and magnify the 

epic’s emotional currents and the hero’s evolving relationships with the 

world around him.

   5. MÝÐ… (Moon)
The candravarṇana in the Mathurābhyudaya is woven into Krsn

a’s divine aura, with moon imagery serving as a metaphor for his inner 

radiance, compassion, and sattvic nature. In verse 2.3816, the poet writes, 

“it is because he opens his eyes—the sun and moon— that living beings 

can visualise this world.” Here, the moon is not merely a celestial body but 

becomes one of Krsna’s eyes, endowing the universe with perceptibility 

and grace. The moon, thus, becomes a signifier of his benevolent gaze—
gentle, illuminating, and life-affirming. In verse 3.3617, the nightly hour is 

imagined as addressing Krsna directly: “I am not of the nature of tamas 

(darkness/delusion) like the demons are”. As if to prove this to Krsna the 

night manifested its sattva guna through the first ray of the rising moon. The 
poet here takes recourse to the sanskritic literary convention of representing 

the gunas of sattva and tamas with the white and black colours respectively. 

Moonlight, in this verse, becomes symbolic of virtue and divine purity.

   6.  AH©$… (Sun)
The arkavarṇana in the Mathurābhyudaya employs solar imagery 

to articulate themes of temporal movement, emotional conflict, and divine 
immanence. The sun, as a cosmic timekeeper, becomes a narrative device 

through which the epic traces Krsna’s journey—both external and internal. 

In verse 1.318, the poet writes, “Even though the Sun weighted upon him 

with the friendly gift of a fresh dawn, Krsna’s mind still lingered on the 

16.   Agm¡ `XwÝ_rb`{V ñdH$s`o {dbmoMZo gy`©gwYm_arMr&
        ^yVm{Z VÛr{jVw_wËghÝVo {nVm_hmonk{__§ àn#m_²&&38&&
17.     Z Ibw _{` V_ñVWm `WmÝVX©ZwOZwfm{_{V gmY`{ÞerW…&
        àW_e{eH$aÀN>bm{Ûdd«o {ZO_W gÎdJwU§ _wamÝVH$m`&&36&&
18.     {_Ìo H$aJ¥hrVmh…àm^¥Vo@ß`w{XVoh[a…&
  amYmgå^moJam{Ìä`mo {Z`©`m¡ Z {Mam×{h…&&3&&
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nights which he had spent with Rādhā” The rising sun marks the onset of 
worldly duties, yet Krsna’s delay in departing underscores his emotional 

entanglement and hesitation to leave the familiar world of love. The 

contrast between solar punctuality and Krsna’s lingering dramatizes the 

pull between dharma and kāma, between duty and affection. Verse 1.3619 

observes, “Akrūra’s and the sun’s chariots crossed half the road,” creating 
a visual and temporal parallel. The sun’s daily trajectory is mirrored in 

Krsna’s journey to Mathurā, thus aligning cosmic rhythm with human 
progression. This moment places Krsna’s movement within the temporal 

order of the universe, rendering his journey not only heroic but cosmically 

ordained. In verse 1.3820, the poet offers a metaphysical reflection: “The 
(fierce, midday) Sun could not be glanced in the sky, like Parameśvara 
in the heart, though they both illuminate the entire universe.” This line 

invites a Vedāntic reading—where the sun, though visibly absent, remains 
present through its unseen influence, just as the divine pervades the inner 
self without manifest form. The solar image here transcends physical 

description and becomes an emblem of Krsna’s divine omnipresence, 

merging natural light with spiritual luminosity. These verses together 

position the sun not merely as a backdrop but as a dynamic participant in 

the epic’s progression—its cyclical motion reflecting and enhancing the 
phases of Krsna’s transformation. The arka-varṇana, therefore, serves as 

both a poetic and philosophical device, linking the external world to the 

protagonist’s internal evolution.

  7. _YwnmZ_² (Alcohol-Drinking)

In Mathurābhyudaya, the madhupānavarṇana subverts traditional 

tropes by using intoxication imagery to highlight Kamsa’s moral decay 

19.    AH«y$añ`od gyañ` Ëda_mUVwa“__²&
       AWmoXb”`ÚmZ§ `mVì`ñ`mY©_ÜdZ…&&36&&
20.     nyfm àH$m{eVmeofnXmW©àH$amo@{n gZ²&

       AñWmÛ²`mopåZ XwambmoH$mo öXrd na_oœa…&&38&&
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rather than celebratory revelry. Verse 6.121 depicts, “At night, Kamsa, on 

the rooftop, drank wine to become doubly intoxicated,” emphasizing his 

deepening isolation and spiritual corruption. This nocturnal scene contrasts 

the clarity and purpose found in Krsna’s actions, portraying Kamsa’s 

withdrawal into self-destructive indulgence. In verse 6.222, the poet likens 

Kamsa’s ever-filled cup to a sinful mind: “His cup… never emptied, like a 
wicked mind full of sin.” The perpetual fullness symbolizes an insatiable 

and toxic craving, underscoring the moral rot festering within him. Verse 

6.323 states, “No virtuous advice entered him; only streams of liquor 
flowed,” reinforcing the total collapse of ethical restraint. The continuous 
flow of liquor serves as a metaphor for the unceasing influence of vice over 
Kamsa’s will. Together, these verses employ intoxication as a powerful 

metaphor for Kamsa’s spiritual downfall, thereby sharpening the thematic 

contrast with Krsna’s path of righteousness and divine mission.

   8.  {dàbå^… (Love Separation)

The vipralambhavarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya weaves Krsna’s epic 

journey with a poignant thread of longing and separation from Rādhā and 
the gopīs. In verse 1.3 (quoted earlier), employing a śle a (double entendre), 

the poet writes, “Even though the Sun weighted upon him with the friendly 

gift of a fresh dawn in his ray-hands, Krsna’s mind still lingered on the 

nights which he had spent with Rādhā,” framing separation as a quiet ache 
underlying his divine mission. This subtle tension between duty and desire 

21.     amÌmdÌmÝVao H§$gmo hå`©n¥ð>_{Y{ð>V…&

  nnm¡ _Yw _XmÝYËd§ {Ûéº${`Vw_mË_Z…॥१॥
22.     ny`©_mU§ à{V_whþ_©YwZm Vñ` ^mOZ_²&

  ~^yd Z _Zm{J«º§$ Ibñ`od _Zm|@hgm ॥२॥
23.     gmYyZm_wnXoeñ` H$Umo@{n Z `_m{deV²&

  AÝVñVñ`¡d ^moOñ` gwamòmoVm§ñ`dmVaZ² ॥३॥
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colors the narrative with emotional depth. Verse 1.724 intensifies this mood: 
“Though much was heard and spoken with the gopīs, much remained 
unheard and unspoken… he despaired,” revealing unspoken feelings and 

the weight of unfulfilled longing in Krsna’s heart. In verse 1.1225, “Krsna 

was so captivated by a woman’s song of Rādhā’s love, he felt he had  
momentarily alighted from the moving chariot only to listen to it”. Krsn

a is momentarily transported by the memory of Rādhā, highlighting how 
deeply separation permeates his consciousness. Together, these verses 

position separation not as mere absence but as a soft, persistent undertone—

enriching Krsna’s divine journey with the texture of human emotion and 

desire.

  9. _ÝÌ_² (Minister Counsel)

The mantravarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya unfolds as a calculated 

darkness opposing Krsna’s advance. In verse 7.1026, Kamsa’s ministers—

disguised as friends but truly embodying kāma and other ariṣaḍvargas—

plot deceit. Verse 7.1127 shows Kamsa facing their fierce forms, and in 
7.1228, kāma is personified with dark brows and red eyes, scheming to 
disturb the world. From 7.13–7.50, each ariṣaḍvarga—kāma, krodha, 
moha, lobha, mātsarya, mada—From 7.13 to 7.50, each ari a varga delivers  

24.     ~hþ lwËdm{n ^m{fËdmß`m^rasKm}f{ZJ©_o&

  lmoVì`^m{fVì`ofw geofmo {dfgmX g…&&
25.     ¹${MËH$b_H$ÊS>Ý`m amYmào_mW©J{^©Vå&

  Ae¥UmoXwÝ_Zm JrV§ gmo@dVs`}d `mZV…&&12&&
26.     VoZm{dîH¥$VHw$_wXmÀN>H$s{V©^yåZm H¥$îUoZ ì`{WV_Zohgm ZaoÝÐ_²&

  AmgrXÞ{YJV`mVw{dJ«hmñVo H$m_mÚm AW [andmo@n{Xí` _¡Ìr_²&&10&&
27.     Ñï‰>m VmpÝH$_{n OJ{×^r{fH$m`m __}d àH$Q>`Vmo dnw{^©éJ«¡…&

  fmS²JwÊ`mon{MV__§ñV ^moO^Vm© qhgm`m {ZO{dO`mon`mo{J VÝÌ_²&&11&&
28.     ^«zì`mOm{XVaJwUÛ`m{^^yË`¡ {~^«mUñV_ Bd _Ü`Vmo {d^º$_²&

  {dœmonßbdn[a^mdZm{d{ZÐüjwä`m©_V Bd emo{U_mZ_¥ÀN>Z²&&12&&
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delusive counsel: kāma thrills in subverting dharma (7.1429), krodha urges 

violence (7.2030), moha blames fate (7.2631), lobha mocks Krsna (7.3332), 

mātsarya envisions his destruction (7.3833), and mada glorifies the elephant 
Kuvalayāpī a (7.4834), ending in Kamsa’s brief confidence (7.5035). In 

10.20–10.48, his wives Asti and Prāpti extend this mantra: Asti’s loyalty 

and its limits with the wine refusal and Prāpti’s clear-headed plan invoking 
deceit and strategic action. Asti, in verse 10.2036, declares, “O beloved, 

in my heart, there is a thought I cannot hide… from you, the lord of my 

heart,” using loyalty to steer Kamsa’s focus. Her counsel in verses 10.21–
10.34 bolsters his pride, minimizing Krsna’s threat—calling losses “two 

drops of water from the ocean” (10.2437)—but her push for madhu (liquor) 
29.     Y_m©Y…H$aUagmXhr`_mZmX“o@“o n[aUV{ZË`amo_hf©…&

  Aä`U©pñWV_W ^y^wO§ àUå` àmdmoM{Ûa{MVMmQw>H$_© H$m_…&&14&&
30.     {dÙñËdÕZwaYwZm {d^mo {d^¾§ åbm{ZñVo nwZ[a`_rÑer Z `wº$m&

  dramUm§ à^d{V Ho$dbmo ^wOmoî_m ~mømW£… {H$_wnZV¡… pñWV¡J©V¡dm©&&20&&
31.     ÜdñVmaoñVd `X^yÞ g§ñVdm` ËdØrVm OJ{V `Xñn¥eÞ Ho${MV²&

  `ÀN>sUª àH$Q>_wnoj`m YZwñVÒmonmbmo ì`Y¥V H$ao ì`{^ÝV H$mb…&&26&&
32.     H«$sS>m{Xp½dO`{dYm¡ gpIà ẁº§$ àm_mÊ`pñW{V_{Yamoß` draeãX_²&

  Am^ramo `{X gn{X ì`Z{º$ d¡a§ ^moOoÝÐo@ß`hh H${b`w©Jmo@dVsU©…&&33&&
33.     J«m_rUmo _whþaYwZm àdV©Vo `ñËd{ÞÐmnZ`Zgmhgm` amÌm¡&

       œmo {ZÐm_h{Z {MaÝVZs¨ à`mñ`Þmo Ðï>m OJ{V g OmVw am{Ì_Ý`m_²&&38&&
34.     EVpñ_pÄOV_o{XZr^¥{V dnwYm©åZm {d^mo Ëd{Þ^o

        {dòå^ñVd Hw$ÄOao Hw$db`mnrSo> nwamo O¥å^Vm_²&
        g§aå^ñVXZw àg¥Ëda_Xmdoe{H«$`m{d^©d-
        ÞmZmH$ma{dH$ma~ÝYwa{hVÀN>oXm` ZoXr`go&&48&&
35.     amkñVmdÎmWo{V pñWa_{^XYVmo@ÝVX©YwñVo nwañVm-

        ËfS>çmVwÀN>Ùbrbmn[aUVdnwfmo {d{ÛfñVwë`H$mb_²&
        _oÊR>o gmo@ß`{n©VmkñËd[aV_W hR>moËWmnZmÔyaXw…ñWo
        XÝVrÝÐmÝXmo{bVmÝXyÜd{ZgwI_Z`{ÞÐ`m am{Ìeof_²&&50&&
36.     V_wdmM VVmo@pñVapñV _o öX`o {H$#mZ H$mÝV {MÝVZ_²&

       ^dVmo öX`oœamÞ `ËjU_ß`h©{V JmonZ{H«$`m_²&&20&&
37.     BX_jVaËZgånXmo Ob{~ÝXwÛ`hm{Zaå~wYo…&

  YZwfm H$[aUm M Ho$Z{MÎmd `ØmoO{d^mo {d`moOZ_²&&24&&
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in verse 10.3438 falters as Kamsa refuses to drink (10.3539), revealing her 

plan’s limits. Prāpti, in verses 10.36–10.48, offers clarity: “I shall speak 
only what is appropriate, visible, and actionable” (10.3740). She likens Kr

sna’s rise to “a disease with an undetermined cause” (10.4341), advocating 

chala (deceit) against a formidable foe (10.46–10.47)42, her plan loosening 

“the noose around his neck” (10.4843) and restoring Kamsa’s resolve. Thus, 

mantra varṇana unfolds as a dramatic stage of delusion and tension, casting 

Kamsa’s court in stark contrast to Krsna’s dharmic path.

   10. XÿV… (Embassy)

The dūtavarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya introduces diplomatic tension 

cloaked in civility, marking a crucial moment of veiled confrontation 

between Kamsa and Krsna In verse 11.1244, as Akrura, Balarāma, and 

38.     B{V Jm_{^_mZ~mo{YZs¨ àW{`Ëdm n[aUoVwaJ«V…&

  gwXVr _{Xam_wnmhaËgéOñVñ` {dZmoXZoÀN>`m&&34&&
39.     g VWm{n©V_J«hrÞ¥nmo _YwnmÌ§ _Yw Zm{n~ËnwZ… &

  j{UHo$ {h H¥$emXamo ^dË`wnMmao {MaXþ_©Zm OZ… &&35&&
40.     ^{JZr {à`gË`_~«drÐ_U ËdÒþUdU©ZmoÚVm&

  {hV_mÌ_h§ ~«wdo@YwZm g{deofì`dgm`JmoMa_²&&37&&
41.     g Vw JyT>J{V{X©Zm{ÔZ §^dVm {dàH¥$Vmo@{n dY©Vo&

       A{d{Z{üVhoVwam_`mo {^fOm ZrV BdmonMm`©Vm_²&&43&&
42.     ^dVwÀN>b~ÝYwéÚ_ñVd VwÀN>oVaemo{M{f {Û{f&  

        {d«`Vo g_ds`©`moÛ©`moíN>b_¥ÀN>pÝh OZmo O`{l`m&&46&&

        à`wÁ` gn{XÀN>b§ _Zw{_d àH$meoVa§    
        nwamo{dd¥Vnm¡éfm{Ve`{nÄN>H$mo„mgZ…&
        OZñ` ^w{d ní`Vmo {Xd_am{V_mamon`-
        ÝH$_ß`g_H$m¡VwH§$ àH$Q>`oÝÐOmbH«$__²&&47&&
43.     {hV{_{V {d{ZJÚ H$mÝVmOZo g§öVì`möVm¡

        jU{_ dn[a{MÝË` H${#mÔXem©ä`wnm`§ nwa…&
        ûcW_W Jbnme_ÝV{d©{Z{üË` OmJ«Õ¥{V…
        nwZa{n gwI_œgËnm{W©dmo@ÝV…nwamœñV`o&&48&&
44.     d{dYmñVVmo {dXY{V ñd\$ëH$Oo gh gr[aUm M h[aUm M g‘>Wm…&

  CnOp½_dm{Z{V OJmX gmXa§ nwéfmo Zam{Yn{Vdm{MH$mdh…&&12&&
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Krsna converse, a messenger arrives and respectfully addresses them—

his courteous manner disguising the underlying threat beneath Kamsa’s 

outreach. Verse 11.1345 presents the envoy’s flattery. The brothers are 
praised and the king’s favor for the valiant extolled, using smooth words to 

mask the harsh intent behind the message. In verse 11.1446, the messenger 

explains that the king’s words of favour can be heard only by a fortunate few 

and are unavailable to lesser mortals. Together, these verses render the dūta 
varṇana as a study in deceptive diplomacy, where courtesy veils hostility 

and every word carries layered meaning—heightening the suspense before 

the inevitable clash.

 11. à`mU… (Travel)

The prayāṇavarṇana in Mathurābhyudaya intricately fuses Krsna’s 

physical progression from pastoral Gokula to the urban Mathurā with a 
simultaneous inward journey marked by memory and affective reflection. In 
verse 1.247, the swift advance of Akrūra’s chariot toward Mathurā contrasts 
with Krsna’s lingering mental presence in Gokula, thereby staging a 

poignant dialectic between external movement and internal nostalgia. 

This tension foregrounds the protagonist’s complex psychological state, 

wherein the demands of destiny wrestle with the attachment to a cherished 

past. Further deepening this motif, verse 1.1448 evokes a tender tableau: K

rsna’s yearning to behold the Yamunā as seen from the kadamba tree, a 
silent witness to his youthful frolics, anchors the journey within a landscape 

45.     _hVo {à`m` newnmbeoIam¡ ẁd`moénpñW{V[a`§ _hr^¥V…&

  {ÌOJÞwVñ` ZZw Vñ` ^y`gr àWVo namH«${_fw njnm{VVm&&13&&
46.     {d{ZdoX`m{_ H¥${VZm§ nwamoJ_m¡ `X_mË`g{Þ{Y{deofgm{jH$_²&

       A{VdobXwb©^_^m½`em{b{^d©MZ§ à^moñVXdYm`©Vm{_X_²&&14&&
47.     AH«y$añ` aWoZmew d«OÝg _Wwamnwar_²&

  _ZmoaWoZ Vw ñdr`m§ n{„_od nwZ`©`m¡&&2&&
48.     g EoÀN>ÎméUm^rarMrañVo`¡H$gm{jU…&

  Zrnñ` {dQ>nmÔ«ïw>_Ymo a{dgwVma`_²&&14&&
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of intimate recollection and lost innocence. By verse 1.1649, Krsna’s 

compassion extends outward, embracing the natural world as he wishes for 

the safe return of fledgling birds to their nests, thus signifying an ethical 
expansion from self-centered nostalgia to universal care. Through this  

var ana, the poet masterfully intertwines the corporeal and the psychological, 

rendering the prayā a not merely as a spatial relocation but as a multifaceted 

passage through memory, emotion, and emerging responsibility. The  

var ana thus enriches the epic’s portrayal of Krsna’s transition—both 

temporal and existential—positioning the journey as a liminal threshold 

between past attachment and future destiny.

   12. Am{O… (Battle)

The ājivar ana in Mathurābhyudaya vividly encapsulates Krsna’s 

martial prowess and divine sovereignty, articulating his heroism through a 

series of symbolically charged encounters rather than a singular climactic 

confrontation. In verse 9.3150, the arresting image of an elephant seizing K

rsna’s  lotus-like foot is juxtaposed with the luminous crowns of reverent 

gods, thereby situating the episode within a cosmic frame and underscoring 

its mythic magnitude. Verse 9.3251 foregrounds the indispensable synergy 

of fraternal aid, as Balarāma’s commanding shout distracts the beast, 
enabling Krsna’s deft withdrawal. This dynamic interplay culminates 

in verse 9.3352, where Krsna seizes the fallen goad and ascends the 

elephant as one might mount a tempestuous cloud wielding lightning—an 

49.     nwamo ZrS>Ðþ_mX^«§ nVÝË`¡ n{jnL²º$`o&

  Ame§gV g{Z{d©¿Zm§ àË`mJ{V_h…j`o&&16&&
50.     _X_a{ea…ñ\$m{Q>H$mí_ÀN>Q>màg¥VnQw>_hñVmo`eñVmoX`_²&

  AW _XH$aQ>r _mYdñ`mJ«hrƒaUga{gO§ _¬x hñVoZ g…&&31&&
51.     H$[aHw$bhVH$üÊS>_mH«$moeVm gn{X _wg{bZmH$m[a {d{jáÑH²$&

  C{MV_dga§ àmß` VÕñVVmo h[aa{n ghgm_y_wMËñd§ dnw…&&32&&
52.     ^w{d {ZOnwaVmo Ðm½J¥hrËdm À`wVm_gw{dJ_OS>mÚÝV¥hñVmËg¥{U_²&

        Cn[a VV B^ñ`mÄOZú_m^¥Vmo KZ Bd gV{S>ÀN>m¡[aamê$T>dmZ²&&33&&
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evocative metaphor for his sovereign mastery and elemental dominance. 

Together, these verses compose a richly textured tableau wherein Krsn

a’s martial engagement emerges as a seamless fusion of terrestrial strength 

and transcendent grace, thereby reaffirming his heroic stature and divine 
authority within the mahākāvya’s grand narrative architecture.

Conclusion

The analysis of the aṣṭādaśavarṇana in Shankar Rajaraman’s 

Mathurābhyudaya illuminates the poet’s masterful adaptation of a 

classical Sanskrit poetic framework to craft a contemporary mahākāvya 
that resonates with both tradition and innovation. By employing selected 

varṇana tropes—nagara, arṇava, śaila, ṛtu, candra, arka, madhupāna, 

vipralambha, mantra, dūta, prayāṇa, and āji—the poet weaves a rich 
tapestry of natural imagery, emotional depth, and dramatic tension to 

narrate Krsna’s transformative journey from pastoral cowherd to divine 

protector in the Kam 
• savadha narrative. The sidelining of udyāna (garden), 

salila-krīḍā (water-sport), madanotsava (madana-festival), vivāha 

(married separation), and kumārodaya (birth of princes) reflects the poet’s 
adherence to aucitya (propriety), prioritizing thematic relevance over 

exhaustive description to avoid redundancy and maintain narrative focus. 

As one among the few studies to systematically analyze a mahākāvya 
through the aṣṭādaśavarṇana framework, this paper not only highlights the 

text’s significance within the Sanskrit epic tradition but also underscores 
the vitality of contemporary Sanskrit composition. By bridging classical 

poetics with modern creativity, it invites further exploration of unpublished 

and non-canonical works, expanding the scholarly horizon of Sanskrit 

literary studies and affirming the enduring adaptability of its poetic forms.
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