
CHAPTER-1

ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF MAHAKAVYAS 

L Origin of Sanskrit Poem:

The tradition of composing poem begins from the time of Veda and it is 

continuing without any break. In the Vedas we find the traces of good poetry. 

The Vedic seers were expert in composing poems and they were visionary 

poets.

Jawaharlal Nehru states:

“The Rgveda, the first of the Vedas, is probably the earliest 

book that humanity possesses;. In it we can find the first out 

pouring of the human mind, the glow of poetry, the rapture 
at nature’s loveliness and mystery.”1 

M. Krishnamachariar observes:

“The beginnings of poetry in f ndja are to be found in the 

early Vedic Literature. The Rgveda contained hymns of a 

narrative character, and short legends in prose and in verse 

called Gatkas, Narasamsis, Itihasas etc., occur in the 

Brahmana literature.”2

Sanskrit language is older than any other language in the world and hence, we 

could find some similar words as well as pronunciation of words in almost all 

the languages. Therefore, A.A Macdonell observes:

“Sanskrit is a language of very ancient origin among the 

Indo-Iranian languages. Sanskrit literature is like the 

ocean, which is both vast and deep. Its poets, writers and 

dramatists have drawn their inspiration from the cosmos on 

one hand and from the contemporary environs of their own

1 Nehru, Jawaharlal, The Discovery of India, p.79
2 Krishnamachariar, M., History of Classical Literature, p. 2
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times on the other. In turning from the Vedic to the 

Sanskrit period, we are confronted with a literature which 

is essentially different from that of the earlier age in 
matter, spirit and form.”3

Some other rhetoricians also noted that this tradition started from the time of 

fourth century i.e. from the PapinFs era and hence Krishna Chaitanya writes: 

“Tradition ascribes a Kavya, the Jambavati Jdya, to PapinT 

who lived in the fourth century B.C. But as the work is not 

available, it is difficult to say what value should be 

attached to this tradition, which, besides, seems to be very 

late origin. But PatafijalT in the second century B.C. gives 

very interesting material. He refers to a Kavya by 

Vararuchi and three romances, Vasava Datta, Somanottara 
and Bhaimarathi. But these have not come down to us.”4 

He further writes:

The tradition, to compose mahakavya is starting from the 

ancient time, “the narrative element in Vedic literature, 

many of them in dialogue form, like the story of UrvasT or 

the account of them in battle between Sudas and the
i

Bharatas, foreshadow the narrative matter of the 
mahakavya.”5

The Rgveda is the ancient Kavya in Sanskrit language. Kunhan Raja rightly 

remarks:

“As poetry, the Rgveda reveals certain features that are not 

seen in the recorded remnants of other ancient 

civilizations. Love nature is one such feather that is very

3 Macdonell, A. A., Origin and Development af Sanskrit Literature, p. 188
4 Chaitanya, Krishna, A New History of Sanskrit Literature, p. 241
5 Ibid., p.170
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prominent in the poetry of Rgveda. There is no ancient 

nation that has developed a poetic literature comparable to 
the poetry of the Rgveda.”6 

Kunhan Raja further remarks:

“The earliest specimen of literature in Sanskrit reveals a 

very advanced stage in the development of literature as a 

polished art. A view was held in the earliest stages in the 

study of Sanskrit in modem times that the first specimens 

of literature in Sanskrit, known as the Vedas, are only 

pastoral poetry of a simple nomadic people attempting to 

appease the power of Nature in order to avoid their wrath 

and to get favors from them. Even now, there are scholars 

who are not able to detect any highly developed literary art 

in the Vedas. But opinion changed gradually and scholars 

in general began to recognize a highly polished art in 

Vedic poetry, and some specimens of poetry in the Vedas 

are accepted as what have not been surpassed later by 

Sanskrit itself or by any literature of other nations. At 

present Vedic poetry needs no pleading or advocacy, its 

poetic standing is what practically all scholars accept as an 
approved fact.”7

The tradition to composing a charming poetry begins from ValmikI and
/

' Vedavyasa who are the composers of gigantic Mahakdvyas viz. Ramayana and 

Mahabharata respectively. Therefore, M. Williams rightly remarks:
ft

“Indian literature like the whole face of nature is on a 

gigantic scale. Poetry, bom amid the majestic scenery of 

the Himalayas and fostered in a climate, which inflamed

6 Kunhan, Raja, C., Survey of Sanskrit Literature, p. 21 
1 Ibid., p.2
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the imaginative powers, developed itself with oriental 

luxuriance, if not always with true sublimity. Although the 

Hindus like the Greeks, have only two great mahakavya 

poems (the RamayaHa and Mahabharata) yet to compare 

these vast compositions with the Iliad and the Ganges, 

rising in the snows of the world’s most colossal ranges, 

swollen by numerous tributaries, spreading into vast 

shallows of branching into deep divergent channels, with 

the steams of Attica or the mountain torrents of Thessaly.

It is, of course, a principal characteristic of mahakavya 

poetry, as distinguished from lyrical, that it should concern 

itself more with external action than internal feelings. It is 

this which makes Epos the natural expression of trial has 

turned the mind of national life. When centuries of trial 

have turned the mind of early national inwards, and men 

begin to speculate, to reason, to elaborate language and 

cultivate science, there may be no lack of refined poetry, 

but the spontaneous production of mahakavya song is, at 

that stage of national existence, as impossible as for the 

octogenarian to delight in the giants and giant-killers of his 

childhood. The Ramayana and Mahabharata then, as 

reflecting the Hindu character in ancient times, may be 

expected to abound in stirring incidents of exaggerated 
heroic action.”8

The growth and development of mahakavya is very ancieht and hence Tapodhir

Bhattacharjee mentions:

“The Sanskrit mahakavyas too have the quality of 

emerging from the stream of life. These are exceptional

8 Williams, M., Indian Wisdom, p.6
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vehicles of communication, which indented to transmit 

aesthetic, cultural and historical concepts to every 

generation for reemphasizing the validity of their inherent 

creative aspect. The readers are always affected by mainly 

three constituents of such works, viz. materialized form, 

thematic idea and content. When we talk of realization of 

aesthetic experience, we actually expect the unity of these 
three elements.”9

II. Definition of Kavya:

Mainly poem is divided into two types viz. Drsya and Sravya. Dandi has 

classified poetry/into three fold Gadya, Padya and Misra.
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9 Bhattacharjee, Tapodhir, Indian Mahakavya tradition, p. 50 
10Daljdin,KD, 1.11
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In the words of Dandi, poetry is a string of words that were determined by the 

desired sense or senses:

Kuntaka has defined poetry as follows:

“Poetry is that word and sense together enshrined in a style 

revealing the artistic creativity of the poet on the one hand 

and giving aesthetic delight to the man of taste on the 

other. Poetry is nothing but word and sense in their unity”.

onifM war i P
According to Mammata, Poetry consists of words and senses which are free 

from defects and are possessed of excellence and are sometimes without 

figures”.

In other words of Mammata, Kavya means:

“Kavya is that which touches the inmost cords of the 

human mind and diffuse itself into the crevices of the heart, 

working up a lasting sense of delight. It is an expression in 

the beautiful form and melodious language of the best 

thoughts and noblest emotions, which is the spectacle of 

life, awaking the finest souls.”

'H«fni4teH4lfeP£f wrewftr

11 Ibid, 1.10
12 Kuntaka, VJ, 1.7
13 Mammata, KP, 1.4
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■^n^pjwroraoRrar ftewpi tuiar
|14

The definition of poetry is given by Visvanatha in his SahityadarpaQa, 

poetry is a sentence the soul whereof is sentiment: 

mv w^wz^i15

ID. Purpose of Kdvya: ,

The main purpose of the Mahakavya is to gain the four goals of fife i.e. 

Dharma, Artha, Kama and Mok§a.

Dandi says about the purpose of poem in his Kavyadarsa:
116

Bhamaha in his work Kavyalankara describes the acquisition of four purposes 

of poem but he emphasizes on the Artha as a major purpose of poem.

According to Mammata, purpose of poem is:

mw umisrcIM i
war: wntitaraiitafoisd n18

“Poetry brings fame and riches, knowledge of the ways of 

the world and relief from evils, instant and perfect 

happiness and counsel sweet as from the tips of a beloved 

consort”

Visvanatha says that the four fruits are necessary in poem but at the end of the 

poem, one can get at least one fruit out of these four:

14 Ibid., p. 2
15 Visvanatha, SD, I.I
16 Dandi, KD, 1.15
17 Bhamaha, KL, 1.21
18 Mammata, KP,I.2
19 Visvanatha, SD, VI.318
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Abhiraja Rajendra Mishra, a modem poet says that the fruits of Mahakavya 

should be charming and one of the four purposes described by the earlier 

rhetoricians:

IV. Definitions of Mahakavya:

The scholars have presented die different definitions of mahakavya in their 

books. Vedavyasa has also discussed about characteristics of mahakavya in 

Agnipurana as under:

cfrefc^Wjfrfc? cTeEFf ^iftjjpqfir II

^ItWqfsfcl 'tiPTSn'Sfc fakWI cTSCT II

^pFtfTII

*nw*ns3m:WRf^PT: II 

•qfrepffsfo W{ I

: n
'd€IR'«%cT#5T I

II

wm l
f IMS --.  ̂ _______ ■ -- » _______A , .

'tfq^ira W: ye II
3I1W W«PM rTvfrrlf ^ usicjsft : |

20 Mishra, Rajendra, Kavyasastrfya Manadanda Evam Sanskrit- Navalekhan, in Drk, pp. 24-

II

25
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l^swsgrai iro^Rarai 11

Agnipurana, Verses 24 to 34 

A mahakavya is usually divided into cantos (sargas). It is 

to be written in pure Sanskrit and in no other dialect. Some 

historical incidents or some characters of celebrity should 

form the theme of a mahakavya or some supernatural 

events might be as well immortalized in its pages. Such 

political incidents, as councils of state, sending of 

embassies, as well as the marching out of soldiers in 

battleground, should be taken not to encumber its majesty 
with a dull monotony of detailed descriptions. Tf^emetres, 

to be used, in its composition, are the Sakvar% the Ati- 

Jagatl, the Ati-Sakvari, the Tristup and the Pugjitagra. 

The cantos shall deal with different incidents of the same 

story and they should not be too short or succinct. Over 

and above these, it shall contain glowing and graphic 

descriptions of cities, oceans, mountains, seasons, the sun, 

the moon and the hermitage. The forest, the garden, the 

sporting with maidens in water, the drinking assembly, the 

festivities of love, the conduct of wanton girls, the 

emissaries of love, should be all described and discussed 

therein. All sentiments with their accessories should be 

touched upon, and all styles of composition and rhetoric 

should used into the creation of mahakavya poem. 

mahakavya possesses the above mentioned characteristics 

and the composer of a mahakavya, is called a Mahdkavi. 

One predominant sentiment should run through the entire
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length of the poem, even in the midst of such a diversity of 

topics discussed therein. It is the sentiment that forms the 

soul of a mahakavya; the different topics only serve to 

bring it out to a greater prominence. The poet, in the 

character of his hero, unrolls the whole universe, as it 

were, with its four-fold knowledge to the vision of his 
readers.21

The erudite scholar of Sanskrit literature Dandin has given the following

definition of mahakavya in his Kavyadarsa:

: I!

aicff i
9m$%: II

qrt5 w«ritRRisr«rl?r wf§^: 11

nFf: tfffcPg^V: II 

4*414311 KmRim I

21 Joshi, K. L., Ed., Agni Mahapurana, Vol. 2, pp. no. 337-338

3IT#f«ftel! ’4*tgpM gift d^SPf II
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flw'Hci ^T: II22

A ‘Sarga-bandha’ is a '‘Mahakavya'. Its characteristics are 

discussed here. Its beginning is either a blessing or a 

dedication or an indication of the contents. It has its source 

either in a story told in the Itihasa or other good material. 

It deals with the fruit (goal) of the four kinds (Dharma, 

Artha, Kama and Moksa). It has a great and generous 

person as the hero. It is embellished with descriptions of 

cities, oceans, hills, the seasons, the moonrise, the sunrise, 

of sport in the garden and of the sport in the waters, of 

drinking scenes, of festivals, of enjoyment (love), of 

separation (of lovers), of (their) marriage and (their) 

nuptials and birth of princes, likewise of consultation with 

the ministers of sending messengers or ambassadors of 

journeys (royal progress), of war and the hero’s victories; 

dealing with these at length and being frill of Rasa (flavor) 

and Bhava (suggestion): with sargas which are not very 

lengthy and which are well-formed with verse measures 

pleasing to the ear; everywhere dealing with a variety of 

topics (in each case ending each cantos in a different 

metre). Such a poem being well-embellished will be 

pleasing to the world at large and will survive several 

epochs (kalpas). A poem does not become unacceptable 

even when some of these parts are wanting if the poem is 

pleasing to those who know how to judge. At first 

describing the hero by his good qualities and by that very 

description despising his enemies is naturally a beautiful

22 Dandi, KD, 1.14 to 22
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method. After describing the lineage, prowess and 

scholarship etc., even of the enemy, the excellence of the 

hero by his victory over such an enemy is in our opinion 
also pleasing.23

Bhamaha in his work Kavyalankara emphasized only two things i.e. form 

and matter. In his book, he gives the definition of mahakavya as follows; 
SPfrt iTSclt W I

3t¥IwPH&t*t«f W WEHgtfrt '<EKHRH( 11

I

ipxf 11

vfc m4 wfrrett *t t
*pn?fl *jttt»wd41 i i 24

“Sargabandha means Mahakavya, It is so called because it 

is composed in Sargas. It is large and describes significant 

events in the lives of great men and women. Vulgar
i expressions have no place in it. It is full of graceful 

thoughts and ideas, embellished with figures of speech and 

described good and dignified characters. Besides, it 

abounds in the description of conference for discussion 

between the kings and their ministers, sending of the 

messengers, wars, victory of the hero, etc. It contains five 

Sandhis - Mukha, Pratimukha, Garhha, Vimarsa and 

Upasamhara, the stages sowing the development of the

23 Ibid
24 Bhamaha, KL, 1.19 to 23.
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narrative. Its understanding and appreciation do not 

demand lengthy explanatory commentaries. In other 

words, it is written in a simple, lucid and intelligible style.

Though it describes all die four Purusarthas- Dharma,

Artha, Kama and Mok§a, it lays more stress on the artha. It 

is in accord with the natural state of the movable and 

immovable world, besides being rich in all sentiments. The 

mahakavi should be careful in not describing the death of 

hero. For, the hero is expected to occupy and influence the 
mahakavya from its beginning right up to its end.25 ,

Visvanatha has given the following definition of mahakavya in his 

Sahityadarpafta:
c(%crit !

tiM tflfc II

TOtanr i-craT srgcfrsflr ^ i

W 11

^RSW WI: m '1IC4»H*WI: I

$fclgKtet4 fOT**!#!
-tMK'W'Hl ^lf: '{^e^ W W ^ I

arnfr tram i

qrlci41uf: ^Pif aretto fg i 

^IFflfcm: Wf: W*FT 11

qitarfra ^rwf:'^Ft

25 Lele, W. K, Bhamaha’s Kavyalahkara: A Stylistic and Methodological Study, pp.95-96
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*fT dtHI efT |

•fPPRT ^pftn^TOUII *FfaW ^HVI.315-32526 

“The classical age of Sanskrit literature generally known as 

the Golden Era, which is identified with the Post-Gupta 

period of Indian history, brought out some of the best 

literary creations. The Mahakavya (epic) form of literature 

with its themes based on Pauraqic or historical episode 

and containing all the essential features of poetic 

embellishment was a product of this age. Benevolent 

monarchs, who themselves were endowed with literary 

talent, encouraged such poetic writings. About the same 

period, various works on poetics, defining and illustrating 

the various forms of literary embellishments, were also 

written. It is difficult to say whether the mahakavyas set 

the pace for patricians or the poets followed the 

prescriptions of such literary manuals. It would be safer to 

presume that a constant interaction between literary critics 

and poets, each influencing the other, was responsible for 
the growth of a healthy tradition.”27

S.B. Raghunathcarya criticizes those who believe that Sanskrit is a dead 

language. Therefore he states:

“Many people believe firmly that Sanskrit is a tradition 

bound one and reforms or innovations are not acceptable to 

it. Based on this belief they conclude that Sanskrit

26 Visvanatha, SD, VL315-325
27 Swaminathan, C.R., Kumaradasa, p.9

14



literature has no relevance to the present day society, over 

the centuries, Sanskrit remained unchanged without 

bothering about the tremendous changes that are taking 

place in the society and that is why the number of writers 
in Sanskrit is fast dwindling.”28 

He further remarks:

“Sanskrit is the oldest living language in the world. Some 

ill informed tend to dismiss it as a dead language. But 

Sanskrit is even today rich and dynamic. There are number 
of scholars who are enriching it with their master pieces.”29 

However, with the passage of time the modem poet has changed the 

definition of mahakavya. Hiralal Shukla writes:

“A great change came over Sanskrit literature after the 
middle of the 18th century. The style and the subject matter 

of poetry equally changed. The way of writing became 

more varied and natural, and bit by bit, the bondage of 

heroic couplet was shaken off. Writers again began to 

reveal in country life and beautiful scenery and 
mountains.”30

Hence, we can see that modem poets have accepted new style to compose 

mahakavya, following the definition of ancient rhetorician. Modem 

mahakavya is invaluable gem in the field of Sanskrit. Therefore, there is more 

scope for research in this field. Rabindra Kumar Panda writes:

“The substantial growth both qualitative and quantitative 

of mahakavya has widened the scope of study* and research 

in Sanskrit. The study of Sanskrit mahakavya of modem

28 Raghunathcaiya, S.B., Modem Sanskrit Literature Tradition and Innovations, p. 1
29 Ibdi, p. i
30 Shukla, H. L. Modem Sanskrit Literature, pp.6-7
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period is an interesting exercise to understand the human 

values preached by die poets through their kavyas. The 

poets of modem period do not maintain die tradition for 

the sake of tradition. They do feel the literary value of this 

type of long composition, which gives enough scope for 

displaying one’s creative genius and bringing together 

many interesting things. They have been striving hard to 

preserve the language which is perishing day by day by 

making continuous efforts in composing literature in 
various forms.”31

Having studied the views of all the ancient rhetoricians, Rahas Vihari Dwivedi 

has given the following definition:

» \ « ..........*V .« V mm 32wsra II

Rajendra Mishra has also given the modem definition of mahakavya as 

follows:
!

.... ..... » ..................... __________Itwp? 11

diW’wrs ^r: i
dl'bdiifsaM 'H'JMiHfiRdl'Jvnld: 11

yqraife- w«miw:ii 

^*f- ^NRoilSRI: I 

^vflvqffefxnnll: WRlUMWatT: 11

35 Panda, Rabindra, K., Essays on Modem Sanskrit Poetry, p. 22.
32 Dwivedi, Rahas Vihari, Sanskrit Mahakavyo Ka SamalochanatmakAdhyayan, p,9
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mm M w ^Ff m *rer: 11 

wm wf w^srt #«j»4*ifi*i i 
<fuMl4 I<bc«llPl <BKW(II

Wlf gf^gtel: W% I

a^f^pwi ZfJWpJpf-'H^n ¥#q# 11 

4^1: cpt4: WpF!! WcPRT^ !

11

’T IRPff ^pfKlIWPfeP^ I 

ft ^|<P1<4 I#q#) I 

?raTO^T#ir^^r ^ I^I 

WijT5>TOW ^Wf q4frWl«fa+Rdpl

<J>faHl tffcRFRlT 11

B^Sef^R^F^rf ^ftSF*ff9S5!T: I 

Rgra?T<4 a4team: sn^wi It <j«e4ii 

'dl^T^pqi^f: ^FT^r ^ I

3T ^ WR& l^uwn 11 

^*n§f§PS£PTTeT5*l "SPRi iiilcb'W IT I 

*twd?l4 ngi^iaiOTf^^rsi ^rr^-^ ii33

Having seen the observations given above we conclude that mahakavya must 

, be followed some specific criteria which were given by the earlier rhetoricians. 

Therefore, M. Krishnamachariar very briefly states:

“A mahakavya is a writing of considerable length, varying 

description and elaborate construction, embracing

i

33 Mishra, Rajendra, Kavyasashtriya Manadanda Evam Sanskrit- Navalekhan, in Drk pp. 
24-25

17



narrative, theological or historical and is divided into 
Sargas or Cantos for convenience of narration.”34

V. Major characteristics of Mahakavya

Mahakavya is generally different from the other type of poem i.e. Satakakavya, 

Khaijdakavya, Laghukavya and so on. Therefore ancient rhetoricians laid 

emphasis on the definition of mahakavya. Let us discuss major factors, which 

constitute a mahakavya in details.

I. Plot or Source (Vmiu)

(1) According to Dandi, the subject matter of the mahakavya should be taken 

from the history or other good sources. He says:
TOHn>( 135

(2) Visvanatha says that die theme of the mahakavya should be related to the 

history or noble person;

II. Cantos or (Sarga)

Almost all die rhetoricians are of the same opinion about the division of cantos. 

They say that mahakavya should be divided at least into eight cantos or more 

than that But it should not be less than eight cantos.

(1) According to Visvanatha:
*nr«i»pii37 

HiRiwcm ^rfcnftaf: areiftor if i
mmif8

34 Krishnamachariar, M., op.cit., p. 81
35 Dandin, KD, 1.15
36 Visvanatha, SD,VI.317
37 Visvanatha, SD, VI.315
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(2) Bhamaha has not fixed the boundary line of mahakavya. He only suggests 

mahakavya should be big in size:

(3) According to Rajendra Mishra:
WWHM *16t<T>l«J................................... 1

wif apato: w% qwnfttqfirawmi: i
arsef^araf ^iriw^Kwii \f°

DDE. Hero (Nayaka)

(1) According to Dandin, the hero should be great and clever:

(2) Visvanitha defined in SahityadarpaPa that hero should be endowed with 

the many qualities like valorous and possessing the qualities of Dhirodatta:

-------------- ^W: I
i

lift #^WT2«lri^>S: II 

tpSRfeWII ^tTUN42

(3) Dhananjaya writes about die qualities of a hero:

“The hero should be well-bred, charming, liberal, clever, 

affable, popular, upright, eloquent, of exalted lineage, 

resolute and young; endowed with intelligence, energy, 

wisdom, skill in the arts, pride, heroic and mighty,

38 Ibid, VI.320
39 Bhamaha, KL, 1.19
40 Mishra, Rajendra, op.cit., p.24-25
41 Dandin, KD, 1.15
42 ViSvanatha, SD, VL315-316
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vigorous, familiar with the codes, and a just observer of 

laws.”
,43

%fT to'cW: I

gfeiMf?ssm-pr II

^1^39W^#^lR5rafW SlPfell44

(4) Bhamaha in his Kavyalarikara, describes that hero belong to the great

race: f
’HW 4?l<?l4«Jcnfefa: 1145

(5) Rajendra Mishra says that hero should be a divine being, a king or a 

noble man good by character:
tiH+wai toFRRamgrt -p; I

4NN4s«ran&Sfoif6

The hero as the principal character of the Mahakavya can be classified into 

four types and they are Dhirodatta, Dhiroddhata, Dhlralalita and 

DhTraprasanta.
41^4lxil $Nfc§tR5I«ir 4tafftKOTI 

3teSF0RT preyn: mwijgfall47

Dhirodatta: The self-controlled and exalted hero {Dhirodatta) is of great 

excellence, serious forbearing, not boastful, resolute, with self-assertion, 

reserved and firm of purpose.

43 Dhananjaya, DR, 1.12 
H Ibid., DR, II. 1-2
45 Bhimaha, KL, 1.19
46 Mishra, Rajendra, op.cit, pp. 24-25
47 Visvanatha, SD, m.31
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Pl%SI»R> 4Nkkh ^35RT: II48

Dhiroddhata: Hie self-conceited and vehemently assertive hero is altogether 

dominated by pride and jealousy, wholly devoted to magic practices and 

deceit, self- assertive, fickle, irascible and boastful.

Dhiralalita: The self-controlled and the light-hearted hero (Dhiralalita) are 

free from anxiety, fond of arts (songs, dance etc), happy and gentle. 
ftfeFdt 3fc?riciW: *Pc!ITO: *[<J: I50

Dhiraprasanta: The self-controlled and calm hero (Dhiraprasanta) is a 

Brahmana or the like, possessed of the generic merits of a hero.

IV. Sentiment (Rasa)

Sentiment is also one of the prominent elements of a mahakavya. Without a 

sentiment, we cannot imagine the constitution of mahakavya. On the other 

hand, Visvanatha considered sentiment as the soul of poetry.

(1) Visvanatha writes about sentiment in his SahityadarpaPa;

II

ar^nPr ui sf*r w:  .......... 152
(2) Dandin says that flow of sentiment in Mahakavya, is to be continued 

from beginning up to end;
wraraftTOPl i53

48 Dhanaiijaya, DR, DL4
49 Ibid, U.5
50 Ibid, U3

51 Ibid, n.452 Visvanatha, SD, VI.316-317
53 Dandin, KD, 1.18

21



(3) Rajendra Mishra says that one sentiment i.e. Srngdra , or VTra or Santa 

should be a major sentiment of the mahakavya;

V. Sandhi

Sandhi is also one of the major elements of mahakavya and hence all the 

rhetoricians emphasize on Sandhi and discussed about its characteristic in 

their books:

According to Dandin, the Mahakavya should be well arranged by Sandhi:

According to Bhamaha, mahakavya should consist of Sandhi:
156

According to Visvanatha, mahakavya should consist of all die Sandhis those 

are found in Drama:
l57

Dhananjaya described in his book Dasarupaka. The five main sandhis are, 

‘Mukha ‘Pratimukha 'Garhha ‘Avamarsa ’ and ‘Nirvahana

1. Mukha: - Mukha is the origination of the germ giving rise to various 

purpose and sentiments; it has twelve subdivisions, because of its 

connection with the Bija and Arambha.

54 Mishra, Rajendra, opxit, pp. 24-25 
ss Dandin, KD, 1.18
56 Bhimaha, KL, 1.20
57 Visvanatha, SD, VI.317
58 Dhananjaya, DR, 1.24
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2. Pratimukhai - It is the development of die germ in accordance with its 

quality of being perceptible or not perceptible in turn.

3. Garbha: - Garbha is the quest for the germ, which is pinpointed and lost 

by turns. In it, there should be the prospect of success.
tiWRIFtail H:l

60

4. Avamarsa: - Avamarsa is that group of subdivisions of the junctures in 

which one stops to reflect because of anger or passion or temptation, and 

which has as its subject the germ (Bija) that has been unfold in the 

development.

5. Nirvahana: - Nirvahana is that juncture in which what occurs the opening 

(mukha) "and in other junctures and that which contained the germ and 

were disturbed in due order, all are brought together to one end.

ganasif fasraGNf i 
'hMvtf’priM wsi Mp! % iq 1162

VL Minor Characteristics of a MahSkavya
Every rhetorician has discussed and laid emphasis on figures of speech, 

metres, various descriptions, and so on, as a minor character of the

59 Ibid, 1.51
60 Ibid, 136
61 Ibid, 1.43
62 Ibid, 1.48
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mahakavya. They have also explained how these are necessary to compose 

mahakavya.

I. Metre (Chanda)

Metre is an important organ of the mahakavya. Without metres constitution 

of poetry is impossible. No one can chant properly the verses without metres. 

Early rhetoricians have narrated proper application of the metres. According 

to Dandin, metres should be melodious in singing as well as hearing. 
flaf|cl:l63

Further, he says that the mahakavya should end with different metres: 
ftPTffBhjMti 164

According to Visvanatha, Sarga or canto should be consisting of metre, but 

at the end of the poem, a poet should change the metre:
165

According to Rah as Vihari Dwivedi, mahakavya should comprise of metres.

According to Rajendra Mishra, a mahakavya should be adorned with various 

kinds of metres as well as figures;

II. Figures of Speech (Alafhkara)

The early rhetoricians like Bhamaha and Dandin hold the same view that 

poetry should be adorned with figures of speech:

According to Bhamaha, it should be adorned with ornaments:

\

63 Dandin, KD, 118
64 Ibid, 1.19
65 Visvanatha, SD,VI.319
66 Dwivedi, Rahas Vihari, p.9 
67Mishra, Rajendra, op.cit., pp. 24-25
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According to Dandin the poetiy should be adorned with ornaments:

artfftRRlftNPtf9

111. Description (Varpana)

Various descriptions like cities, sun, moon, ocean, mountain, seasons, day, 

night, rise of sun, separation of lovers, enjoyment and so on, play an important 

role in mahakavya to attract the readers. It captures the minds of readers

beginning up to the end. It introduced about proper incident and situation,
\

which were occurring in life of hero or heroine in the mahakavya. Earlier 

rhetoricians like Dandin, Visvanatha, Bhamaha et al. also speak about 

importance of description and hence, they also discuss about various types of 

narration in their definitions of mahakavya.

Dandin says that description of city, ocean, hills, the seasons, the moonrise, the 

sunrise etc. are necessary in mahakavya;

II70

Visvanatha in his SahityadarpaHa says that the description or narration of 

evening, rising of sun, morning, noon, festivities of drinking etc. should find 

place in epic. The mahakavya becomes interesting for the descriptions.

Ukt4^l^«l4l$WjcMWKI: I

W fi I

68 Bhamaha, KL, 1.19
69 Dandin, KD, 1.18
70 Iliid, 1.16-17
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Rajendra Mishra also holds the same view. It is already given in the 
definition.72

VII. Some well known classical Sanskrit Mahakavyas 

L RAGHUVAIIISAM
Raghuvarmam is an important mahdkavya of Sanskrit literature written by the 

great poet Kalidasa. It is very well known, interesting and idealistic poem 

following the characteristics of mahdkavya, which were given by the ancient 

rhetoricians. This mahdkavya is divided into 19 cantos describing the lineage 

of Raghu. The poet gives appropriate titles. This mahdkavya begins with the 

prayer to the lord Siva and Parvatl. It is consisting of different metres, at the 

end of the canto; we can find the variety of metres. The poet in last verse of 

every canto indicates the subject matter of next canto. The poet has used both 

figures of speeches i.e. Sabdalamkdras and Arthalarhkaras, so that readers 

enjoy this mahdkavya from beginning to end. It is an outstanding mahdkavya 

covering the life span of great kings of Raghu race viz. Dilipa, Raghu, 

Dasaratha, Rama and so on. The main sentiment is Vtra while Santa, Koruna 

and Adbhuta are the minor sentiments. It is full of catholicity of love but its end 

is sad. Some of the well-known verses are cited here:

cFRTf: I

^Fsuni i.io
i

Wt ^JT: 4hiMdtal$r'ta I

:II W

71 ViSvanatha, SD, VI.322-324
72 Mishra, Rajendra, pp. 24-25

26



^1^, tf 4 iq#3PT M$hR! WI 

^3*IPrtllWlrt%.ftiFfalW^T^ ^pTO:ll ^(9

D. KUMARASAITIBHAVAM

Kumarasarhbhavam is a mahakavya written by Kalidasa consisting of 18 

cantos, but there is difference of opinion regarding the number of cantos. This 

mahakavya begins with the description of Himalaya Mountain. The hero of 

this mahakavya is lord Siva who has the quality of Dhlrodatta while Pirvatl is 

described as a heroine, mother of this universe. In this mahakavya the poet has 

depicted divine love, happiness and its hardship. Kumara is the son of Siva and 

Pirvatl who is bom with the purpose of slaying demon and protect the 

universe. It is a medium size of mahakavya. Each canto are adorn with the 

suitable titles. The main sentiment of this mahakavya is Smgara while Karuna, 

Raudra and Adbhuta as subordinate. It is very complicated to decide, from 

which, the author has derived the theme of this mahakavya, yet some 

rhetoricians believe that this subject matter is derived from the different 

Pur anas. This mahakavya is included in the list of the five well-known 

mahakavyas of Sanskrit literature.

Some examples are as under:

«4Pfoftr.i
WH3A aniqR^wra tofrpnftn 3.^(9

/■

erite Iraq mRIW*I *34 WlRltt *44 4Pl+l£d:l

toM titftaifrfrif w 11 4.$&
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HI. KIRATARJUNlYAM

Kiratarjumyam is composed by Bharavi. It is divided into 18 cantos and 1040 

verses. Because of its charm, simplicity of language and lucid manner this 

mahakavya is counted among the best five mahakavyas. The theme of this 

mahakavya is taken from the Vanaparva of the Mahabharata. The poet did not 

give the title of the canto, but he has given some hints regarding next canto at 

last verses of each canto. The story of mahakavya begins from the defeat of 

Pandavas in gambling and rendering in forest, where Yudhi§fhira appointed a 

spy to know the routine life of Duryodhana. Then, collecting the information 

regarding Duryodhana’s activity a spy has come and informs to Yudhi§thira. 

From here, the first canto begins. This mahakavya ends with pleasure of Siva 

seeing the courage of Arjuna. The main sentiment of this mahakavya is Vlra 

and in some places we can find Sambhoga Smgara as subordinate. The subject 

matter of this mahakavya is known yet, because of innovating style of the 
poet, the epic becomes very popular. ^

Some examples are given here:

. IV. SISUPALAVADHA

Magha has written Sisupalavadha is divided into 20 cantos and 1650 stanzas. 

The indication has teen given of the theme of the next-canto in the end of 

every canto. The structure of the Sisupalavadha fits perfectly the structure of a 

mahakavya, and hence it is listed in the test five renowned mahakavyas. Each 

canto is consisting of average fifty to fifty-one stanzas not more than that. The 

poet has used only one metre in each canto but at the end of the canto, the poet

'Mg'Ui <KWMi I
X ■<%.. ■ #V.. ■ _ V. _ .

it lq^44>lRu| 11 3.3°
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has changed the metre. The theme of this mahakavya is based on the 

Sabhaparva of the Mahabharata. It begins from the anxiousness of Indra 

regarding Sisupala. It is ending with the slaying of Sisupala by Krishna. The 

hero of this epic is Krishna. He is a divine character possessing all the qualities 

of a hero i.e. Dhirodatta. The main sentiment of this mahakavya is Vira while 

Smgara, Bibhatsa, Hasya and Raudra are found as subsidiary. It is full of 

descriptions.

Some examples are given below:

xt:TfgPj Wfg?.33

r

qgwi^ipHf it

V. NAl§ADHlYA-CARITAM

A great poet, Shriharsh has composed Nai§adhlya-Caritam. He was die son of 

Shreehira and Mammaladevi. Therefore, he has mentioned the names of his 

parents at the end of each canto in Pu§pika. It is consisting of 22 cantos. The 

theme of this mahakavya is taken from the Araqyakaparva of the 

Mahabharata, but by the intellectual power the poet has made some 

innovations as per requirement relating to the theme. His father was very 

learned person in the assembly of king Vijayachandra of Kanyakubja. The 

main sentiment of this mahakavya is Smgara while Vira, Hasya and Kariuja 

are there as subordinate. More than 19 metres are used in this mahakavya. 

Seven cantos are consisting of only Upajati meter and hence, we can conclude 

that Upajati is a very favorite metre of the poet.

Some examples are given below:

anil atg'lftjff&n fewiAs-
if<r cti mftopi i

29



II <1

^ricFf fcgwtfl. ^rihwpift i

arf®r 'wfppvriM tend i is .33

Thus there are many great poets and great mahakavyas in the classical Sanskrit 

literature. It is not possible here to discuss about them. Just to maintain the 

sequel we noted about few ones. In the following pages we will proceed to 

discuss about the mahakavyas based on the Ramayaqa the most influential and 

inspiring epic of the world. 1

I
**************
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