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DAMAYANTT'S SVAYAMVARA

S. INSLER

YALE UNIVERSITY

This paper proposes a new reading and translation of Mahabharata 111. 54. 26, the passage in
which Damayanti chooses her husband. It also discusses the equivalent passage in the Old
Gujarati version, first edited and translated by Ernest Bender, to whom this contribution is

dedicated.

THE CLIMAX OF THE FIRST five chapters of the “Tale
of Nala” (Nalopakhyana) as told in the MBhP
(= Poona Ed., 111.50-54) occurs, of course, when
Damayanti makes her “self-choice of husband (sva-
yarvara). The princess enters the arena (ranga), is
confused by the appearance of five men who all look
like Nala, but eventually makes the correct choice
after distinguishing those characteristics which separ-
ate the features of gods from those of men. She then
formally chooses Nala as her husband according to
the proper practice (dharmena).

How Damayanti indicates her choice at this point is
described in the text as follows (111.54.26):

vilajjamana vastrante, jagrahayatalocana
skandhadese srjac casya, srajam paramasobhanam
varayam asa caivainam, patitve varavarnini

The passage has been translated most recently by van
Buitenen (The Mahabharata, vol. 2, p. 328) as, “Bash-
fully she touched the hem of her garment and threw
over his shoulders a most beautiful garland; and thus
the fair woman chose him for her husband.”

Let us first deal with the translation of the second
two padas. The quoted interpretation appears incor-
rect in part because the simple root srj only means
‘release, free, discharge’, never ‘cast, throw’. It occurs
occasionally with puspavarsa ‘shower of flowers’, as in
Ram. 5.17.3 (Gorresio) . . . padapan . . . srjatah pus-
pavarsani ‘(he saw) trees releasing showers of flowers,’
But this conceit is modelled after the employment of
srj with simple vrsti ‘rain’, a usage which stretches
back to the Rigveda.' Since Damayanti uses a garland
(sraj) as part of the ceremony and not individual
flowers, the appearance of srj in the passage is

' Cf. 1.38.8, V.62.3, 1X.100.3.
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altogether unwarranted. Glossing over this difficulty
by translating the verb as ‘threw’ does not solve the
problem simply because this meaning is excluded for
the root in question.

The solution is obvious when parallel passages are
compared, since the verb saj ‘hang’ is used to describe
the action of bestowing a garland upon someone else.
Cf. MBhP 111.264.33cd-34ab:

sugrivasya tada malam, hanaman kantha asajat
sa malaya tada virah, Susubhe kanthasaktaya

Haniman then hung a garland on Sugriva’s neck.
The hero then looked resplendent with the garland
hanging on his neck.

In this passage there cannot be any doubt that asajat
is the correct reading, even though all the manuscripts
of the Southern recension read asrjat, since the figures
kantha asajat and kanthasakta (not *-srsta) are stylis-
tic variants of each other.’” The most convincing
parallel, however, occurs in the narrative dealing with
the svayamvara of Kunti (Prtha), which was omitted
from the Poona edition but which appears in the
Calcutta edition at 1.4415-18:

tatah sa rangamadhyastham,

dadarsa rajasardulam,
pandum bharatasattamam

Thereupon the wise girl saw Pandu, the best of the
Bharatas, standing in the middle of the arena, the real
tiger among those kings,

? Compare also kanthasafijana.
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simhadarpam mahoraskam,
vrsabhaksam mahabalam
adityam iva sarvesam,

daring like a lion, great-chested, bull-eyed and might-
ily strong, eclipsing like the sun the radiance of all the
kings.

tisthantam rajasamitau,
puramdaram ivaparam

tam drstva sanavadyangi,
kuntibhojasuta subha

pandum naravaram range,
hrdayenakulabhavat

Seeing Pandu, the best of men, standing like incom-
parable Indra amid the assembly of kings, the beauti-
ful, faultless-limbed daughter of Kuntibhoja became
confused at heart in the arena.

tatah kamaparitangi,
sakrtpracalamanasa

vridamana srajam kunt,
rajfiah skandhe samasajat

Thereupon, her body overcome with love, her mind
suddenly wavering, acting with modesty, Kunti hung
a garland on the shoulder of the king.

This last stanza, with its keywords vridamana sra-
jam . . . skandhe samasajat that mirror lajjamana . . .
skandhadese ’srjac casya srajam . . . , leaves no doubt
that it is necessary to emend asrjat to asajat in the
passage dealing with Damayanti’s svayamvara, al-
though the manuscripts attest no variants at all.

What has simply occurred is that an artificial figura
etymologica has developed within the poetic tradition
which remade an original collocation srajam asajat
into srajam asrjat by reshaping the vocalism of the
verb to that of the preceding noun.’ The exact same
influence of a preceding r or r can also be discerned at
MBhP 1.46.10ab andagasi gurau yo me, mrtasarpam
asrjat, where again there are no variant readings in

’ This alteration seems to be extremely old insofar as the
expression kanthe malam parikkhipitva is already found at
Jar. 1.8 (p. 166), which appears built to corresponding Skt.
kanthe srajam srj. Pali usually employes bandh to describe
how something is attached to the neck (cf. Jat. 1.5, 111.226),
but the old term @ saj survives in kanthe asatto kunapo ‘a
corpse hanging on one’s neck’ (M.1.120).

the Mss. The passage is nothing more than a recount-
ing of earlier MBhP 1.37.3:

rajia partksita tata,

mrgayam paridhavata
avasaktah pitus te dya,

mrtah skandhe bhujamgamah

A dead snake was hung on thy father’s shoulder, my
dear, by King Pariksit as he was racing about on the
hunt.

Here again we are compelled to emend to @sajat in the
former passage insofar as mrtasarpam *asajar and
avasakto mrto bhujammgamah express the identical
idea.*

Further proof for the correctness of the suggested
emendation comes from the independent tradition of
the Classical poets. At Raghuvamsa V1.86-87 (ed.
V. P. Joshi), Kalidasa describes the manner in which
Indumati chooses her husband at her svayamvara:

sa carnagauram raghunandanasya
dhatrikarabhyam karabhopamorih
asarijayam asa yathapradesam
kanthe gunam martim ivanuragam

The plump-thighed maiden let her nurse attach with
her hands in the proper place, on the neck of the joy
of Raghu, a garland, yellow with sandal powder, like
love itself incarnate.

taya sraja mangalapuspamayya
visalavaksahsthalalambaya sah
amamsta kantharpitabahupasam
vidarbharajavarajam varenyah

With this garland composed of auspicious flowers
hanging on the expanse of his broad chest, the
desirable (suitor) thought that the younger sister of
the king of Vidarbha had fixed on his neck the snares
of her arms.

Let us now turn to the first two padas. Apart from
the fact that the epithet ayaralocand is left untrans-
lated, the translation glosses over two difficulties. The

* The Calcutta ed. has dsajar correctly in this passage
(1.1699), and because of this, the Petersburg Lexicon
(V11:793, 795) proposed similar emendations in both pass-
ages already in 1875. Unfortunately these suggestions were
not followed.
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first is that jagraha means ‘takes hold of, grasps’, and
that being so, the second problem is that we expect an
accusative complement with the verb, not a locative as
appears in the text. Admittedly, the Petersburg
Lexicon (11:835) lists, along with the passage under
discussion, two other passages in which the root grah
appears with a locative complement, and indeed both
are related in that the locative is the same word
keSesu. However, an examination of those passages
reveals that the true object of grah is either an overt
or implied accusative.

In the first passage, which is found at MBhP
11.60.22cd, there is a properly expressed accusative:

dirghesu nilesv atha cormimatsu
Jjagraha keSesu narendrapatnim

He seized the wife of the king by her long dark and
wavy hair.

The second example is found at Manu 8.283:

keSesu grhnato hastau, chedayed avicarayan
padayor dadhikayam ca, grivayam vrsanesu ca

Medhatithi in his commentary paraphrases the open-
ing of the stanza as keSesu brahmanam grhnatah
Stdrasya, supplying correctly the implied accusative
which grah requires, and consequently the correct
translation should run, ‘Without any (further) con-
sideration (the king) should cut off the hands of (a
Sudra) who grasps (a Brahmin) by the hair, feet,
beard, neck and (= or) testicles’. The locative with
grah in these passages expresses merely the part of the
body where the grasping takes place.

If we return to the phrase lajjamana vastrante
jagraha, there can only be two choices in how to deal
with its interpretation. Either we must supply a
suppressed nalam, so that the translation would run
‘Modestly she grasped (Nala) by the end of his
garment’, or we must emend the text to vastrantam,
so that the translation would follow as, ‘Modestly she
grasped the end of his/her garment’. I favor the latter
alternative because the exact opposite of the expres-
sion lajjamana *vastrantam jagraha is found at
Indische Spriiche, 2nd. ed., 1780 (688):°

kim me vaktram upetya cumbati balan nirlajja
lajjakrte

5 Verse = Srngaratilaka 10 (Gildemeister).

vastrantam Satha mufica mufica
Sapathaih kim dharta nirvaricasi, etc.

Why dost thou approach and kiss my mouth force-
fully, thou immodest fellow feigning modesty? Let go
at once of the end of my garment, cheat. Why dost
thou deceive me with (false) promises, thou rogue?

In this passage the idea expressed by nirlajja vas-
trantam murfica functions, to my thinking, as the
precise contrary notion to lajjamana *vastrantam
jagraha and thus supports the proposal to emend the
text with a proper accusative for jagraha.

The two Mss K| and B, indeed read vastrantam but
their testimony only demonstrates the uneasiness
which the scribes felt concerning the absence of an
accusative with jagraha. The underlying reading of
the textual tradition was certainly vastrante, but as in
the example of asrjat discussed above, the mistake
goes back to the Urtext of the received recension.
What occurred in the beginning was that locative
skandhadese motivated the alteration of vastrantam
to vastrante. Note that one cannot overlook the
possibility that if there was a written version of the
archetype, a sloppily noted » could be mistaken for e.

The question, however, still remains: whose garment
has Damayanti grasped? Her own or Nala’s? From
the above-cited Spruch, where the lover is clearly
grasping the garment of his beloved, it appears that
DamayantT is holding in some fashion her own gar-
ment. What, then, is the vastranta? To my mind, it
cannot simply mean ‘the end of the garment’ in the
sense of ‘hem’, but rather, it seems to me that
vastranta is the equivalent of the term nivi which
designates the end knot by which a woman’s lower
garment is secured. In Sanskrit erotic poetry endless
mention is made of the nivi of the woman’s garment
becoming undone, either by itself under swelling
passion or by the initiative of the woman’s lover.®
Moreover, among the various acts which are con-
sidered adulterous by the YajAavalkya Dharmasastra,
touching the nivi of another man’s woman (or wife) is
mentioned at 2.284:

nivistanapravaranasakthikesabhimarsanam

(A man is to be charged with adultery) when there is
touching of the end knot (of the lower garment), the

® Cf. Subhasitaratnakosa 19.14/572, 19.16/574, 21.65/699,
etc.
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breasts, the upper garment, thigh or hair (of another
man’s woman).’

Consequently, when Damayanti grasps the end of the
garment, she is taking hold of the end knot of her
own lower garment, and this act itself most probably
signifies sexual submission to Nala.

Ernest Bender, to whom this contribution is dedi-
cated, edited and translated an Old Gujarati version
of Nala many years ago, and this interesting ver-
nacular version of the ancient tale, called the Nalara-
yadavadanticarita, also contains a description in
stanza 76 of how Damayanti chose Nala as her
svayamvara.

7 Parallels are found at Manu 8.357-58 and Kaut. Arthas.
(Kangle) 3.3.26, where the text requires emendation. In fact,
the attested string nivi-stana-pravarana-sakthi-kesa- in Yajn.
would be more sensible if stana and sakthi were inter-
changed. In this way the lower garment and the thighs, the
upper garment and the breasts would form a natural pairing,
and the general description of what is forbidden would move
in the direction from the bottom of the body to the top. This
is the usual method of description of a woman’s beauty in
poetry. Cf. Kumarasambh. 1.31-50.

¥ TAPS, n.s., 40.4 (1950): 265-372.

neha.saliane loane-e, alokamit bala
ghalai utakamthi atihi, nalaha kamthi varamala

[And] as she gazed with eyes lustrous with love, she
eagerly threw the garland of choice around Nala’s
neck. (Bender)

But the translation of the verb ghalai as ‘threw’,
chosen undoubtedly under the influence of Hindi
ghalna ‘throws’, is as equally inappropriate for a
garland (mala) in this text as asrjat is for sraj in the
MBh. story. Turner (CDIAL 111:240), however, re-
ports that in Old Marwart and Old Gujarati the verb
ghalai only means ‘puts, places’ and consequently the
phrase ghalai . . . kamthi varamala is almost identical
with M Bh. skandhadese * sajat srajam. Turner (ibid.),
however, errs in ascribing ghalai ‘puts, places’ under
the lemma *ghalyati ‘pours’, since the verb belongs
with Skt. ghatayati ‘affixes; puts, places’, Cf. Gua-
govinda (ed. Quellet) 12.25 (282) ghataya jaghane
karicim ‘place (or, fasten) the girdle on thy hips’. This
late Skt. verb, as well as its Middle Indic relatives
ghalai, etc., in the meaning ‘joins, affixes; puts, etc.’
ultimately derives from grath ‘ties, joins’, the details of
which will be presented on another occasion.



