140 TEReart - feremifarr etz = emate

A comparative analysis of the Kamsavadha episode in

select Sanskrit Mahakavyas
R S Hariharan ;
Dr. Shankar Rajaraman
Abstract

The Karhsavadha episode in the 10" Skandha of the Bhagavatam
(Chapters 39-44) describes Krsna and Balarama’s journey to Mathura and
their confrontation with Kamsa. Spanning 217 verses, the narrative includes
key moments such as Akrura’s vision at the Yamuna, the breaking of the
ceremonial bow at the dhanur-yaga, and the defeat of Kamsa's wrestlers,
culminating in his prophesied slaying, This study offers a comparative
analysis of how the Kamsavadha episode is reinterpreted in ten major
Sanskrit mahakavyas: Yadavabhyudayam, Stikrsnavilasam, Rukminisa-
vijayam, Mukundavilasam, Sﬂkrsr_lavijayah, Yadavendramahodayam,
Stikrsnacatitam, Narayaniyam, Saurikathodayah, and Dasavataracaritam. By
examining these works, the study explores the diversity of poetic techniques
and approaches employed by different poets in reshaping this central
narrative. Each poet emphasizes different facets of the story, whether
through the portrayal of Krsna’s emotions, the use of particular narrative
devices, or stylistic variations, such as the constraints of the dasaka and
Yamaka forms. The study demonstrates how each retelling adapts the
narrative to fit distinct poetic structures while retaining key elements of the
original story, showcasing the flexibility and innovation within the Sanskrit
poetic tradition. In doing so, it underscores the timeless and enduring
relevance of the creative innovation employed by poets, who continually
reimagine the familiar story within new literary frameworks, maintaining the
integrity of the characters and central theme while producing distinct and
vibrant works. This paper contributes to broader discussions in Sanskrit
poetics, revealing the dynamic interplay between tradition, innovation, and
the enduring power of poetic imagination.
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Introduction

The Kamsavadha episode, a pivotal moment in Krsna’s journey, has
long captured the imagination of poets and scholars alike. Initially detailed
in the Visnupnrana and later referenced by classical commentators such as
Panini”” and Patanjali’, Kamsa’s death at Krsna's hands has become a central
motif in the Sanskrit literary tradition. Over time, this episode has inspired a
multitude of reinterpretations across various texts. This paper explores how
the Kamsavadha narrative is adapted and reimagined in ten major
mahakavyas, each poet employing distinct narrative strategies to retell the
story. Unlike the expansive account found in the Bhagavatam, these poets
vary in their approach — some condense the narrative, others emphasise
Krsna's emotional journey, while others focus on dramatic tension or on
particular characters. Through this comparative analysis, the paper highlights
how each poet reshapes the Kamsavadha episode, altering its pacing,
structuring of events, and thematic focus, while retaining the integrity of
the core narrative.
Story-line from the Bhagavatam

Kathsa, the tyrant of Mathura, fears a prophecy foretelling his death
at the hands of his nephews, Krsna and Balarama. To prevent this, he sends

I “To Panini are ascribed the plays Kamsavadha and Balibanda”, pg535, M.
Krsnamachariar (2016).

2 “Panini's grammar; his proximity to the Vedic language as found in the Upanisads and
Vedic sutras suggests the 5% or maybe 6% c. B.C”, pg. 88, Otto Harrassowitz Verlag
(1977)

3 “The Denotation of Genetic Terms in Ancient Indian Philosophy: Grammar, Nyaya,
and Mimamsa’, pp. 1 with footnote 2, Peter M. Scharf (1996).
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Akruara to invite them to Mathura under the guise of a dhanur-yaga festival,
planning to kill them. Devoted to Krsna, Akrara joyfully accepts, seeing it as
a chance to meet Krsna, whom he knows as an avatar of Visnu. In Gokula,
Akruara is welcomed by Nandagopa, Krsna's father, and explains Kamsa's
invitation, which Nandagopa reluctantly accepts. As Krsna and Balarama
depart, the Gopis tearfully bid them farewell.

On the journey, Akrara stops at the Yamuna River and has a divine
vision of Krsna as Visnu, overwhelmed with devotion. Upon arrival in
Mathura, Krsna and Balarama are greeted with awe. Krsna, exploring the
city, encounters a washerman loyal to Kammsa who refuses him fine clothes,
prompting Krsna to strike him down. A grateful weaver and a florist named
Sudama adorn them with gifts, and Krsna blesses them with bhakti. A
hunchback named Trivakra offers them perfume, and Krsnas touch
miraculously heals her.

At the dhanur-yaga site, Krsna snaps the ceremonial bow, alerting
Kamhsa. After defeating the guards, Krsna and Balarama return to their
camp. That night, Karhsa is haunted by ominous dreams.

The next day, in the wrestling arena, Krsna and Balarama first face
Karsas war elephant, Kuvalayapida, which Krsna kills effortlessly. They
then fight Kamsa’s wrestlers, Canara and Mustika, defeating them in a
brutal match, and soon overcome the other wrestlers. Enraged, Kamsa
orders the execution of Krsna’s father and grandfather. In response, Krsna
leaps onto Kamsa’s platform, overpowers him, and kills him on the spot.
Balarama swiftly dispatches Kamsa’s brothers. The people of Mathura
rejoice, freed from Kamsa’s tyranny.

A broad classification of episodes has been made of the instances
for ease of discussion, with the approximate number of verses in the
Bhagavatam for each instance as follows:

Day 1:
® Krsna and Balarama travel from Gokula to Mathura with Aktara as
their charioteer (1 verse)
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® The Gopis express their sorrow over Krsna's departure (4 verses)
o Akrura stops by the Yamuna River, where he has a divine vision
(55 verses)
e Arrival near the outskirts of Mathura (12 verses)
Day 2:
Krsna and Balarama make their entrance into Mathura (13 verses)
Encounter with an arrogant washerman (8 verses)
Interaction with a generous florist (10 verses)
Meeting with Trivakra, the scent maker (also known as Kubja)
(13 verses)
o Visit to the Dhannryaga hall and the breaking of the bow (Dhanur-
bbanga) (8 verses)

e Confrontation with Kuvalayapida, the enraged elephant (15 verses)
e Battle with the wrestlers Canuara and Muastika (40 verses)
o Kamsa’s commands regarding the fate of Krsna and Balarama
(3 verses)
e [Karthsa is killed by Krsna (8 verses)
e Krsna and Balarama defeat Kamsa’s eight brothers (1 verse)

The following works are compared and analysed against these
classifications. This breakdown will be further analysed in the subsequent
sections of the paper. Additional details regarding the year of composition,
poet, and work-specific episodes are included in the appendix to aid in the
comparative analysis of the mahakavya-s. The mahakavya-s listed below can
generally be categorised into three groups: the first group emphasises both
poetic value and narration, the second focuses more on narration with less
emphasis on poetry, and the third consists primarily of narration with
minimal poetry. The mahakavya-s include:

e Yadavabhyudayam by Vedanta Desika (13" century)

o Srikrsnavilisam by Sukumara Kavi (12" century)

® Rukminisavijayam by Vadiraja Tirtha (15" century)

® Mukundavilisam by Bhagavantaraya Suri (17" century)

T : ST - R 303 e : fadim



144 TEReart - feremifarr etz = emate

o  Srikysnpavijayah by Sarkara Kavi (15" century)
Yadavendramahodayam by Nilakantha (mid-19" century)
Stikgsn acaritam by Kunjan Nambiar (18" century)
Nirayanivam by Melpattir Narayana Bhattatiri (16™ century)
Saurikathodayah by Vasudeva (9" century)

® Dasavatiracaritam by Ksemendra (10" century)
Yadavabhyudayam® (YA)

Crafted by the poet and logician Vedanta Desika from 13"-century
Tamil Nadu, YA is a masterful work blending beautiful language, vivid
imagery, and poignant similes. Spanning twenty-four cantos, the narrative
unfolds across the 9" and 10™ cantos in 109 verses. However, the text does
not provide a clear timeline, covering events from Akrura’s journey with
Krsna and Balarama to the eventual demise of Kamsa.

The saga begins with the cowherds preparing for and following
Akrara’s chariot, which carries Krsna and Balarama toward Mathura.
Notably absent from this entourage is Nandagopa. The emotional climax is
the lament of the ggpss, which is conveyed in 38 verses filled with
virabanubhava (the feeling of separation). Radha, who does not appear in the
Bhagavatam, is introduced here:

e Ay e WRi: qTicrsrar e |
TS [FRagq Fo: HiAaE! Hord 7T 1l (9.90)

The gopis curse the women of Mathura, who will revel in Krsna’s
presence while they remain separated from him.

After a pause at noon beside the Yamuna for Akrura’s madhyahnikam
(afternoon ritual), an ethereal vision of Lord Narayana appears in the river,
vividly described in 4 verses. Akrara, invoking the Aghamarsana-sukta from
the Yajurveda Tattirrya-sakha, presses forward:

*  Pg 323-352, verses 9.76-10.60, Yadavabhyudayam, K. R. Padmanabhan Iyangar. 2015.
Yadavabhyudayam of Vedantadesika.
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HETUTAThieay: Fior AUagaay at |
YRS AT et fhffear=aereit 1 (9.118)

Their journey to Mathura continues without any camping outside
the city, unlike in other versions.

Upon reaching the streets of Mathura, the narrative briefly recounts
encounters with the washerman (1 verse), florist (1 verse), and Trivakra (2
verses). The Sardsanotsava (bow-festival) episode, described in 6 verses,
mirrors the portrayal in Srikrsnavilasam.

The killing of the elephant Kuvalayapida is recounted in 3 verses,
justifying its demise for harassing Airavata and other divine elephants:

T g4 WR: TRt |
TEESh SAER TG 3T 1 (10.23)

The tusks of the fallen elephant are later used in a probable combat
against the wrestlers. The brothers indulge in games and join in the festive
dhannr-yaga celebrations, sharing in the joyous spirit with the cowherds.

The wrestling bout between Krsna, Balarama, and the mighty
wrestlers is narrated in 19 verses. The scene is charged with emotion—
damsels cheering, the crowd expressing concern for the young heroes facing
formidable foes, and Kamsa's dark presence looming. Krsna’s reactions,
from smiling at comments to spotting Katsa and changing his expression,
weave a captivating narrative. A clever pun links Rama and Ramanuja,
symbolizing how Balarama and Krsna defeated Canura and Mustika, much
like Rama and Laksmana’s triumph over Ravana and Indrajit:

TERETTSTE Q@ TaorserareT |
TG YA AR FHari 1 (10.52)

The climax reaches a crescendo when Kamsa halts the musical
drums, and Krsna’s leap—reminiscent of Garuda—seals Karhsa’s fate:

TRATE YARTIRHTHRTHRET |
FATIAIERIGREEd va: 1l (10.55)
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Balarama, following suit, defeats Sudama, Kathsa’s younger brother,
completing the brothers’ victory.
Srikrsnavilasam® (SKVL)

One of the most remarkable mahakavyas in Sanskrit literature, at
the forefront of classical works, is the Srikrsnavilisam (SKVL), composed in
12 sargas by the 12th-century Keralite poet Sukumara Kavi. The episodes
under examination span three days and begin from the eighth sarga, covering
96 verses.

On Day 1, the journey begins from Gokula. The lamentation of the
gopzs spans 16 verses. Notably, Akriira does not stop by the Yamuna River in
the afternoon, and there is no episode of his divine vision, which is a
unique feature of this work as it appears in all other versions of the story.
As in the Bhagavatam, Krsha, Balarama, and their companions stay outside
the city, resting for the night in a park.

On Day 2, Krsna and Balarama enter Mathura, described in 13
verses. The washerman episode is omitted, and the first person they
encounter is the florist, whom they visit at his house, a scene depicted in
just four verses. The next encounter is with Kubja, whose episode spans
eight verses. Unlike other narratives where Kubja directly invites Krsna to
her home, here, her desire is implied through her body language and
expressions. Krsna, understanding her unspoken longing, soothes her by
promising to return after fulfilling his immediate purpose:

T T fopit W Siehremataetie: |
FIIMOT! FARIGAT SEATHIT T T N (8.128)

In the dbanur-bhanga (bow-breaking) episode, recounted in seven
verses, the watchmen are so captivated by Krsna’s charm that they forget to
stop him. It seems as if Krsna remembers his past incarnation, along with
his eagerness to marry Sita:

5 Pg 294-332, verses 8.70-8.175, Ssikrsnavilasam of Sukumara Kavi, K. P. A. Menon
(1996).
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TSTARGIRY =Y T[@e] 0T 4: |
FASTHSTHEATY I SATATORIRIER Il (8.132)

When the guards realize the bow is shattered, they attack, but Krsna
and Balarama fend them off using the bow fragments. The brothers then
return to their campsite from the previous night to rest. Kamsa, hearing of
the events, is now unable to sleep. Krsna, too, lies awake but for a different
reason—thinking of the sorrow that his separation brings to the gopus.

On Day 3, Krsna and Balarama enter the city at sunrise. Near the
amphitheatet’s gate, they encounter the elephant Kuvalayapida, and the
killing of this elephant is narrated in 11 verses. The wrestling match with
Canura and Mustika follows, described in eight verses. Troubled by the
brothers’ victories, Kamsa orders the cowherds to be attacked, enraging
Krsna. Krsna steps on Kamsa’s feet to make him fall, and Kamsa’s death is
recounted in seven verses. Finally, Balarama deals with Karsa’s younger
brothers, who rush at them to avenge Kamsa’s death, dispatching them in
just one verse.

Rukmini$avijayam® (RV)

The RV is a Mahakavya written by Vadiraja Tirtha, a revered 15th-
century monk from Southern Karnataka and a proponent of the Dvaita-
siddhanta school. The current narrative spans the 10" and 11" sargas of this
work in 104 verses, which consists of 19 sargas in total. The story unfolds
over three days.

Day 1. Krsna and Balarama, accompanied by Akrura as their
charioteer, begin their journey from Gokula to Mathura. This segment is
covered in three verses. As they travel, Krsna repeatedly looks back at the
gopzs, who are deeply distressed by his departure. An arthantaranyasa (a
concept of substitution in logic) is used to suggest that someone

6 Pg 192-222, 10% & 11t sargas, Sti Rukminisha Vijaya of Sri Vadirajatirtha, A. S.
Bheemasenacharya (2022).
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determined to achieve victory remains unyielding despite challenges:
q e HOraTETeT
Fraermmisiy fge Reig: |

SRR SR TSTeRrr
ey fecia 11 (10.45)

The gopzs’ lament for Krsna is encapsulated in one verse, where they
stand gazing after him, unable to see him any longer.
At the Yamuna, Akrara experiences a vision described in 24 verses.
This vision reveals that bathing in the Yamuna bestows wisdom and reveals
Krsna to the virtuous:
AT 1 TSI ATt qRAET |
WERAR AT T e |EEEE: 1l (10.72)
Upon reaching the outskirts of Mathura, Krsha instructs Akrura to
enter the city while he and Balarama stay at a guest house. Akrura, reluctant

to part from Krsna, expresses his grief in ten verses, wondering if the gopzs’
curse is affecting him. He invokes the name Vitthala for Krgna, seeking

solace:
RAFIgAEUTgTTel FequiLl g
Fof: QRS OIS HEq
PR AR SR
TGRSR Y TR A 1| (10.81)
Krsna consoles Akrura, encouraging him to proceed into Mathura.
Day 2: Krsna and Balarama enter Mathura at sunrise. Nature greets
them with fruits, flowers, and scents, and Krsna’s form is described in a
yogic light. The encounter with the haughty washerman is covered in two
verses, where Krsna requests clothes from him, revealing his rajoguna
(passion) before defeating him. The florist and weaver are not mentioned in
this version. The episode with Trivakra (Kubja), the scent maker, is
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described in six verses. She is portrayed as a bent bow, and a Yadava named
Uddhava helps her:

GO e Rl
RrsatrieroT SRR Brasr |
Ty TgRhETRI e
FIETEHEARATATS A 1 (11.6)
Kubja applies sandal paste to Krsna, leading to her spiritual
liberation.
At the Dbhannryaga-mantapa, the breaking of the bow (Dhanur-
bhanga) is depicted in five verses. The bamboo bow breaks due to the

improper act of worshiping it in the presence of the supreme being, Krsna.
The bow’s insentient nature is emphasized in contrast to Krsna’s divinity:
Rregeaisi @ 49 =m: |
Y: Yaseal iR 49
1 a7 OT: SlfGEHFER: | (11.12)
The brothers then return to where Nanda and the gopas are staying.
An eleven-verse section personifies Bhaya (fear) and describes Kamsa’s
troubled sleep, filled with ominous dreams and questions about his fate.
Day 3: The encounter with Kuvalayapida, the tusker, is covered in
cight verses. The mahout, Ambasta, praises the city and disparages the
village brothers. Krsna, by holding the elephant’s tail and forcing it to run

backward, removes its tusks and kills the mahout and his followers. The
symbol of the goad appears on Krsna’s feet as he defeats the elephant:

qeveRiaaw: et arons
AT R T OTEH |
FHRTIRIECIIET: 1l (11.37)
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Krsna is then likened to Narasimha, his form glowing as he slays the

elephant:
. PP S
TR TR e 39 R I (11.38)

The defeat of the wrestlers Canara and Mustika is covered in ten
verses. Their wrestling matches are portrayed as acts of worship, but the
wicked ultimately meet destruction. Canura’s defeat is compared to a
coconut being broken:

AR A HREATRR e & ST |
TR TR AT RA G 1l (11.46)

Krsna recalls how Kamsa killed his brothers and strikes Canara
repeatedly until he is defeated. His head turns away from Mustika in shame.
Karsa’s injunctions to kill Krsna, the gopalakas, Nandagopa, and Ugrasena
are summarized in one verse. Krsna approaches Karhisa amidst his
chaturanga army. Indra, witnessing the divine power, sends a chariot to
Krsna with the chatioteer Matali:

=R QU SwERe JEaarihe Tue: |
T AT Ry g@: 1 (11.57)

Krsna defeats Kamsa’s army, and Matali praises him for vanquishing
the raksasas sent by Kamsa.

Krsna's killing of Kamsa is described in two verses. He throws the
terrified Kathsa to the ground, fulfilling Kammsa’s own injunction:

FONSH ARASHIN TRICHTE SEHHE

DY AEETEETI: W: T9a: e |
FETAESAITRAGe o TRifage wer

TS SARETY 9 Gt SR ga: |1 (11.61)

The episode of Kamsa’s brothers is not included in this narrative.
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Mukundavilasam’ (MV)

The MV is a Mahakavya in 10 sarga-s composed by Bhagavantaraya
Suri of the 17" CE from Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu, whose forefathers hailed
from Maharashtra. The current narrative spans the 5" and 6" sarga-s
covering 97 verses.

The journey of Krsna and Balarama to Mathura from Gokula
begins with Akrara as their charioteer. The narrative does not track specific
days but unfolds across key events.

The gopss lament Krsna’s departure in 30 verses, expressing their
grief using various poetic devices. They curse the moon in 8 verses,
speaking of their sorrow:

qH ARSI g5

ity gag w4 s |

T & | Uai AaHgE-

el fergRaw arafera 1 (5.40)

They also address Manmatha (the god of love) in 5 verses, accusing him of
causing harm:

FATUERRE FH 8
ety e |

NELE IR EHE IS ERINE ST

% e TgREERsh a1 (5.55)

In 5 verses, they speak to the wind, lamenting its role in carrying
away their beloved:

YR[AT 7] WA
T TR |

Pg. 68-91, 5% & 6™ sargas, Mukunda Vilasa by Bhagavantaraya Suri, ed. by
N. Venkataramanan (1996).
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B & @ SR ey
TAY T | FiT =it 1 (5.63)

A humorous verse describes how the gods Brahma, Vishnu, and
Shiva keep their wives close, fearing Manmatha’s influence:

;TR | WA WA Haw -

Yy TS o <&t Wi W@ |
FAAAN T foraafet en-

e yymeae R e 01 (5.58)

On the way to the Yamuna, Krsna describes the surroundings to
Balarama in 17 verses, mentioning that it is the Hemanta season (the cold

season):
Tfert TS ©ft
I ARt SR |
AR HARTIST
FYIHE HYT TR N (6.1)

There is a beautiful verse portraying Manmatha’s despondency, as
his influence wanes in the cold:

AYAT HeAT=ATR:

TR TS |
FEETITE THA:

TR GgHE=aaq 1| (6.10)

The description of the Yamuna and its banks spans 10 verses,

followed by Akrura’s vision in 11 verses. Akrura praises Krsna with a
Dashavatara stuti, listing all ten incarnations up to Kalki, including Buddha:

SRR W
T TS |
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iAW @ S
7 I AfHEE® a0 (6.38)

The entry into Mathura and its description takes up 20 verses, with a

particularly beautiful verse describing the city:
TH @ e
AT IR e |
TEAIHYE: T
gR A @ISR 1| (6.45)

The encounter with the haughty washerman is briefly mentioned in
1 verse, with no mention of the weaver or the florist. The episodes
involving Trivakra (Kubja) and the Dhanuryaga-mantapa with the Dhanur-
bhanga are also absent.

The encounter with the tusker Kuvalayapida is described in 1 verse,
and the wrestlers Canara and Mustika are mentioned in 1 verse. Kamsa’s
injunction to kill Krsna is summarized in 1 verse, and Krsna’s killing of
Kamsa is described in another single verse. The episode of Kamsa's
brothers is not present in this narrative.

Srikrsnavijayah® (SKVJ)

Another notable mahakavyam from the state of Kerala, composed
by Sarhkara Kavi in the 15" century, is the Srkrsnaviayah (SKVJ), which
spans twelve cantos. The work predominantly follows the Vaidarbhi style,
with occasional deviations into Pancali and Gaudi meters. It narrates the
remarkable exploits of Krsna.

The story under consideration unfolds across two days, specifically
in the 7" and 8" cantos, comprising 67 verses. On Day 1, Krsna and
Balarama, accompanied by Nandagopa and the cowherds from Gokula, set
off towards Mathura. The lamentation of the gopis is covered in 2 verses.

8 Pg, 283-307, verses 7.108-8.20, Sﬁkrsnavijaya of Sankara Kavi. Dr. K. P. A. Menon. 1999.
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The party halts at the Yamuna River at noon, where Akrura’s divine vision is
described in 15 verses. While the specific location in Mathura where they
camp is not mentioned, it is clear from the text that they settle in their carts:

TERERIIS Taraw=

AT T SgfW: T |
ECIEC ESEERIINICE
FS: R (7.148)

The city of Mathura is described in 5 verses. The episode with the
washerman is recounted in 2 verses. The florist episode, which takes place at
his house, is desctibed in 2 verses. Kubja’s encounter with Krsna is covered
in 7 verses. The bow-breaking episode is summarized in 2 verses. After
these events, they return and spend the night sleeping in their carts.

On Day 2, the killing of the elephant Kuvalayapida is desctibed in 10
verses, with a vivid depiction of the elephant’s cheeks smeared with sindara:

_Y Sieraren FaT-
AR TSRS : |
RO TRUTEETIHI

TN FHE Hag=: Il (8.5)

The killing of Canura and Mustika is detailed in 4 verses.
Interestingly, no order is given by Kamsa to retaliate at this point. The death
of Kamsa himself is spread across 4 verses. As in most versions of the
story, Balarama dispatches Kamsa’s brothers, who come to avenge their
fallen kin.

Yadavendramahodayam’ (YM)
The YV, a mahakavya by Nilakantha of Pune (Maharashtra), written

% Pg 190-2006, verses 8.80-9.59, Yadavendramahodaya of Nilakantha with commentary
of V. S. Ranade, critically edited by Dr. Siddharth Yeshwant Wakankar (2000).
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around 1850 CE, spans ten sarga-s and narrates key events over two days in
the 8" and 9™ sarga-s in 90 verses.

On the first day, Krsna and Balarama, accompanied by Akrura,
arrive at the Yamuna, which is described in two verses. Akrura’s vision at the
river is elaborated upon in several verses. In six verses, the river is praised by
the dvijas (Brahmins) who chant mantras in her honor:

TR fRtae=a e |
AT YLHT T | 8.86

Akrara's experience at the river unfolds over five verses. He first
notices the reflection of the chariot in the water. After confirming its
presence on the bank, he returns to the river and witnesses a divine vision
of Ananta (the serpent god) being praised by the devatas. In this vision,
Krsna is seen as a young child seated on Ananta's lap, with Ananta serving
as a white umbrella over him. This vision is described in eight verses,
followed by Akrura’s stuti (praise) of the divine vision, which spans nine
verses.

Upon reaching Mathura, Krsna and Balarama stay in a garden near
Nanda’s residence. Their entry into the city is depicted in nine verses, where
people eagerly crowd at their windows to get a glimpse of the divine

brothers:
FaYRagITH d
WA TR e |
EERIC IS0 K|
TR HEEAdGT: 1| 9.10

The narrative then details several encounters in Mathura. The
haughty washerman is briefly mentioned in two verses, where his servants
flee, abandoning their clothes. Krsna and his companions also meet a
weaver and a florist, each described in one verse, and Trivakra, the scent
maker, is mentioned in one vetse.
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The Dhanuryaga-mantapa and the related events are summarized in
three verses. The Yajfia-shala (sacrificial hall) and the breaking of the bow
are covered in one verse each, followed by the description of Krsna and
Balarama defeating the guards who attempt to stop them. The brothers then
return to their garden to rest in the evening,

On the second day, the encounter with Kuvalayapida, the rutting
tusker, is depicted in four verses. Krsna and Balarama defeat the tusker,
extract its tusks, and carry them as trophies.

The wrestling match with Canura and Mustika is detailed in twelve
verses. Krsna kills Canara and grants him a heavenly abode, while Balarama
defeats Mustika. The wrestlers Sala, Kita, and Tosala, who are considered
invincible and are loyal to Kamsa, are also killed:

A IAFEATATEAT

A FeTAGaeat FgeE |
ARG

FHIAAY FAATHASHI N 9.53

Kamsa is astonished by the ease with which his wrestlers are
defeated.

Kamsa’s orders are summatized in one verse, where he commands
that the brothers be driven away, Nanda be deprived of his wealth, and
Vasudeva and Devaki be killed.

The killing of Kamsa is described in three verses. Armed with a
sword and shield, Kamsa attempts to defend himself but is overwhelmed by
Krsna, who knocks off his crown, drags him by his hair, and strikes him
with his feet, ultimately leading to Kamsa’s death. Filled with intense anger
over his parents' suffering, Krsna strikes Kamsa down before life
completely leaves him.

Kamsa’s brothers are killed by Balarama, as noted in one verse,
though the specific number of brothers is not mentioned.
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Srikesnacaritam® (SKC)

The SKC is an 18" CE work by Kunjan Nambiar from Kerala,
spans twelve cantos, with the current narrative focusing on the 7" canto in
29 verses.

The story unfolds over three days. On Day 1, Krsna and Balarama,
accompanied by Akrura and the cowherds, set off on their journey to
Mathura from Gokula. Unlike in other versions, there is ho mention of the
gopss lamenting Krsna's departure. The group halts at the Yamuna, where
Akrura experiences a vision of Krsna reclining on Ananta, the serpent, as a
couch. Akrara describes the vision in one and a half verses and reports
seeing Krsna as Visnu inside the water. As they continue toward Mathura,
Akrura sings praises of Krsna:

ARG A HIHIIGTRT T
ATARAIHIRCT: FHEUNET ITH U FER Tegat | (7.43)

On Day 2, Krsna and Balarama enter Mathura. The encounter with
the haughty washerman is covered in four verses, and the brief encounter
with the florist is described in half a verse. The episode with Trivakra
(Kubja), the scent-maker, is depicted in four verses. Krsna advises her to be
patient, assuring her that he will return in four to five days:

a0 Fereraa @R

O e FAE T |
LS RECERE R RS
Jgeter | Wat i =1 (7.53)
At the Dbhanuryaga-mantapa, the breaking of the bow (Dhanur-
bhanga) is described in three verses. Krsna uses the broken bow-shaft to

defeat the guards. When the bow snaps with a loud sound, Kathsa trembles
and falls. Krsna, roaming the city, reflects on his birth there:

10 Pg 179-191, Canto 7, Kunjan Nambiar’s Stikrgnacaritam, K.P.A. Menon (1998).
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e dred NEIITARTI

e: ¥ RreEm ggaq |
ARG R

AT ATl Shigeneret Il (7.58)

Krsna secretly visits his parents' cell, bows to them, reveals his plans,
and reassures them before departing:

A 9 T&T g
ArATHE Wi |
T AR
QESAHIET SFH 1| (7.60)

The brothers and the cowherds rest for the night.

On Day 3, the encounter with the tusker Kuvalayapida and his
mahout is described in one verse, detailing their deaths. The wrestlers
Canura and Mustika are defeated in two verses. Following their defeat, their
relatives mourn, the wicked flee, and Krsna plays his flute, smiling as he

does:

AVRISTIARHT T FAG Fom Rt

HSEUT JHAYRRAIg S MY T8 |

IR GeaeIad: TG

AURY A HGE RIAGETAE arged: | (7.65)

There is no mention of Kathsa’s injunctions in this canto.
Krsna’s killing of Kamsa is described in one verse, where Krsna
grabs Kamsa by the neck, throws him to the ground, and beheads
him with a sword:

FTefiewant: JReaRURHTSG
AT FreTeals
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FIAEEThIE AT HEeer] |
S TG RIeT Tg Flearpd
T3 ¥ Ao Sarh e (7.66)

Finally, Krsna kills Kamsa's eight brothers in one verse.
Narayaniyam'' (N)

The N in 100 dasakam-s (1 dasakam = 10 verses) was composed by
Melpattir Narayana Bhattatiri of Kerala in the 16" CE. Our current
narrative is spread across 73" to 75" dasakam-s in 25 verses.

The events unfold over two days. On the first day, Krsna and
Balarama, accompanied by Akrura and the gopas, depart from Gokula on
their journey to Mathura. The sorrow of their departure is so intense that
even the animals and trees are described as grief-stricken:

T T AT

YT FFQAISY FeaHEH |
AR faworger

TR FEARIERRLE: 1 73.6

However, the lamentations of the gopis are not highlighted in this
section. During the journey, they stop at the Yamuna, where Akrura

experiences a vision. Krsna humorously questions Akrara’s reaction to the
cold water, asking if the chill is causing his discomfort:

&g sfafemT wer s
YRS TN AT |
ifrgTeaNor ST werErt
T Ife | @ M 73.10

11 Pg. 524-543, 731 - 75t dashakas, Narayaneeyam, S. N. Sastri (2023).
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Upon reaching the outskirts of Mathura, Krsna and Balarama enter
the city with their companions. The episode of the haughty washerman is
briefly mentioned in half a verse, noting that the weaver attained a place in
Vaikuntha, while the encounter with the florist is similarly summarized in
the remaining half of the verse. The narrative then transitions to Trivakra,
the scent maker, with a two-verse description of her interaction with Krsna.
The Dhanuryaga-mantapa and the Dhanur-bhanga episode are covered in
two verses. Here, Krsna effortlessly strings and breaks the bow, defeating
the guards who are ecither mesmerized or awed by his presence. After
breaking the bow, Krsna uses the splintered pieces to beat the guards.
Following these events, Krsna and Balarama return to their resting place on
the outskirts/of the city. There, Krsna shares his sorrow of separation from
Radha with Sridama before falling asleep:

RIBgEsHY TeniRar W = Wi qa:
TR TR It aTfesiy |
AASATTRGIEEATEIART SR A 1| 74.10

The second day begins with the encounter with Kuvalayapida, the
tusker in rut, described in three verses. Krsna, demonstrating his power,
plucks pearls from the tusker’s root and instructs Stidama to string them
into a necklace for Radha:

TSR Fiefr G ae=rs
AT H TR &= goiad |
A TR R RRaRT=ITHR R

e SRATS AR areerd i 1 75.3

Next, the narrative moves to the wrestling arena, where Krsna and
Balarama face the wrestlers Canara and Mustika. Krsna enters the arena
carrying a tusk on his shoulder, accompanied by Balarama. The spectators,
seeing the unequal match, decide to leave, which is depicted in two verses.
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Balarama defeats Mustika, and the remaining wrestlers flee in fear.

Kathsa’s injunction to eliminate Krsna is summarized in one verse.
In the ensuing battle, Krsna leaps onto Kamsa’s throne, likened to Garuda
soaring from the earth to the mountain peak. The killing of Karhsa is
described in another verse, noting that Katsa was Kalanemi in his previous

birth:
T Fisea g ek TiaRe
AT qed @gaR it T gsrafe: |
% % sEraert gaanfy o asaen 9 %S
TG AZENT TH WA JEET Hlema: 1| 75.9

Finally, Krsna kills Kamsa’s eight brothers, which is described in a
single verse, bringing the episode to a close.
Saurikathodayah' (SK)

The SK is a Yamaka kavyam written by the renowned Yamaka-kavi
Vasudeva of Kerala in the 9" century CE. This work spans 6 a§vasa-s, with
the episode in question appearing in the 3rd asvasa and covering 20 verses.

The narrative does not explicitly track a specific timeline but begins
with the departure of Akrara, Krsna, and Balarama as they set out for
Mathura. The lament of the gopis is not included in this version.

Upon reaching the Yamuna river, Akrura’s vision is described in four
verses. Following this, Krsna and Balarama’s arrival in Mathura triggers a
series of events. Upon hearing of their arrival, Kamsa begins making several
attempts to kill Krsna, which continue until his own death.

A brief episode mentions a haughty washerman in half a verse and
a florist in another half-verse. The Kubja episode is summarized in one
verse. The description of the Dhanuryaga-mantapa and the breaking of the
bow (Dhanur-bhanga) is covered in a single verse, where Krsna’s playful
mood is highlighted as he begins to dance:

12 Pg. 285-295, Vasudeva’s Tripuradahanam and Saurikathodayah, Dr. KPA Menon (1999).
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The narrative continues with the encounter with Kuvalayapida, the
rutting tusker, described in one verse. The wrestling match with Canuara and
Mustika is summarized in another verse.

While Kamsa's injunctions are not detailed, the killing of Karhsa is
recounted in three verses. The text does not mention Kamsa's brothers.
Dasavataracaritam"” (DC)

The DC, composed by Ksemendra of Kashmir in the 10" century
CE, is notable for its detailed depiction of the ten incarnations of Vishnu.
The narrative referred to in 22 verses is contained within the 8" sarga,
which focuses on the Krsnavatara and is the most extensive sarga of all the
sarga-s.

The journey from Gokula to Mathura is briefly mentioned in a
single verse, noting the departure of Krsna, Balarama, Akrara, Nanda, and
the cowherds. Unlike other versions, the gopis’ lament over Krsna’s
departure is not highlichted. Instead, the text shifts focus to Krsna’s own
feelings of sadness and melancholy:

Y AUFFTHATTNSSATT JTea: |
RN v ot oot Bt RfEse 0 8.170

As Krsna travels through the groves and secluded places of Gokula,
he is absorbed in thoughts of Radha. His heart is weighed down by
memories of their time together, and his mind is consumed by the pain of
separation.

The gopis, left behind, wander in distress, overwhelmed by their
secret longing for Krsna. Their hearts are filled with emotional turmoil, as

13 Pg90-92, verses 169-190, The Dasavataracarita of Kshemendra, ed. Pandit
Durgaprasad and Kashinath Panduranga Parab, 1891.
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they fall into a state of delusion and lament over their lost dreams. Radha, in
particular, suffers immensely from the separation, enduring unrelenting
emotional agony.

The sarga does not describe Akrura's vision at the Yamuna or the
stop at the outskirts of Mathura. Instead, it moves directly to Krsna and
Balarama's entry into Mathura. Upon learning of their arrival, Karhsa begins
to prepare Canara and Mustika for his sinister plan. Krsna and Balarama,
adorned in royal garments, ornaments, and sandalwood paste, enter
Mathura, bringing joy to the city's people. Upon seeing Krsna from her
palace, Devaki is overcome with emotion:

T 3t T FT FEEE |
AL T Tt I 8.180

The narrative does not cover the encounter with the haughty
washerman, the florist, or Trivakra (Kubja). Additionally, the description of
the Dhanuryaga-mantapa and the breaking of the bow (Dhanur-bhanga) is
omitted.

Regarding the tusker Kuvalayapida, it is noted in two verses that
Krsna used the tusks of the elephant itself to defeat and kill it. The
wrestling match with Canara and Mustika is described in three verses.
Kathsa’s orders are summarized in one verse (verse 186), and the killing of
Kamsa is depicted in four verses. However, the text does not mention
Kamsa's brothers.

Conclusion

This comparative study of the Kamsa episode across the
Mahakavyas— Yadavabhyudayam, ~Stikrsnavilasam, RukminiSavijayam,
Mukundavilasam, Srikrsl_lavijayah, Yadavendramahodayam, Stikrsnacaritam,
Natayaniyam, Saurikathodayah, and Dasavataracaritam — reveals a
spectrum of unique poetic interpretations of Krsna’s journey, his divine
deeds, and his climactic confrontation with Kamsa. Each poet reshapes the
core narrative to highlight particular philosophical, emotional, and stylistic
aspects, demonstrating the flexibility and richness of Sanskrit’s retelling
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tradition. This creative liberty in portraying Krsna and other divine figures
underscores the robustness of the tradition, where poets are able to bring
their own interpretations to familiar stories while preserving their reverence
for the divine.

In Yadavabhyudayam, Vedanta Desika explores the emotional depth
of divine love through the longing of the gopis, introducing Radha and
highlighting the intensity of their yearning. Stikrsnavilasam by Sukumara
Kavi focuses on interpersonal relationships and emotional dynamics,
omitting episodes like Akrura’s vision in favor of character development.
Conversely, Sﬁkrst_lavijayah by Sarkara Kavi streamlines the narrative by
incorporating Akrira’s vision while excluding the episode of Kamsa’s order
to capture or kill Krsna, offering a distinct poetic thythm and structure.

Rukminisavijayam by Vadiraja Tirtha portrays Kamsas inner
turmoil, personifying his fears and adding psychological complexity to the
narrative. In Mukundavilasam, Bhagavanta Raya Suri brings to life the
sorrow of the gopis with rich poetic detail, using traditional conventions to
express the emotional intensity of their experiences. Yadavendra-
mahodayam by Nilakantha provides elaborate descriptions, particularly of
Akrara’s vision and the reverence shown to Krsna by the people of
Mathura, emphasizing his divine grandeur and the devotion of his followers.

In Srikgsnacaritam, Kunjan Nambiar presents a more
straightforward retelling with fewer poetic embellishments, keeping the
narrative clear and direct. Narayaniyam by Melpattar Narayana Bhattatiri
imposes the constraint of the dasaka style, creating a complex interplay of
brevity and precision, while conveying Krsna’s divinity in succinct,
devotional tones. Similarly, in Saurikathodayah, Vasudeva uses the Yamaka
form — a challenging poetic structure that limits expansive narrative
descriptions — yet effectively emphasizes Krsna’s valor, particulatly in his
final confrontation with Kamsa, producing a high-stakes dramatic effect.

Ksemendra’s Dasavataracaritam, part of a larger work on Vishnu’s
ten incarnations, dedicates only a portion of the text to Krsna’s journey,
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reducing the space available for detailed exploration of Kamsa’ slaying. As
a result, Ksemendra highlights what he deems most significant, focusing on
Krsna’ introspection and emotional journey within the broader context of
Vishnu’s incarnations.

Each poets treatment of the Kamsa episode is distinctive:
Yadavendramahodayam provides the most detailed account, particularly of
Akrura’s vision and Mathura’s reverence, while Dasavataracaritam focuses
on Krsnas inner reflections and emotional growth. Works like
Srikrsnavilasam, SrIkrsnavijayah, and Yadavabhyudayam showcase diverse
aspects of the narrative: Stikrsnavilasam explores relational depth,
Srikrsl_lavijayah emphasizes rhythmic and structural flexibility, and
Yadavabhyudayam delves into the metaphysical and emotional dimensions
of divine love.

This study highlights how Sanskrit poetics retains its adaptability
across centuries, allowing for both the preservation and reinvention of
divine narratives. By offering fresh perspectives on Krsna’s journey, each
poet contributes to the enduring resonance of his story, showcasing the
narrative's capacity to evolve while maintaining its central reverence and
significance. Through the varied approaches seen in these texts, we gain
insight into the diverse ways in which poets engage with sacred themes and
universal emotions, reinforcing the continued relevance of this rich literary
tradition.

Two appendix charts accompany this study: the first outlines the
poets, their time periods, and their works, while the second maps the key
episodes and corresponding verses. These charts provide structural insight
and further clarify the unique approaches taken in each text.

Overall, this comparative analysis emphasizes the creative richness
of the Mahakavyas and their continued capacity for innovation within a
traditional framework. By exploring the poetic techniques and thematic
choices of each work, this study offers valuable contributions to the
understanding of Sanskrit poetics and the dynamic reinterpretation
narratives.
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