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The theoretical underpinnings of reductionist under-
standings of literary culture were seriously eroded
through the 1970s, and its analysis turned largely her-
meneutic. This approach has indeed produced dramatic
breakthroughs in our understanding of literary creation
and its forms. But I suggest that is also useful to try and
connect (but not reduce) discourses — which were after
all exercises in communication — with other features of
the communities that formed around them. This con-
text is, I feel, especially significant in the eatly modern
period, when new forms of belonging increasingly cen-
tered on and created speech communities that, in short
order, became “nations” or “races”; and so the Anglo-
Saxon, Slavic, Teutonic, Latin, and other races took the
stage. The establishment of these identities often in-
volved the self-conscious creation and propagation of a
“national” literary culture.

Sheldon Pollock has pointed out that the process of
vernacularization began with “the conscious decisions
of writers to reshape the boundaries of their cultural
universe by renouncing the larger world for a smaller
place... New local ways of making culture — with their
wholly historical and factitious local identities — and,
concomitantly, ordering society and polity came into
being, replacing the older translocalism.”! Implicit in
this formulation is that agency resides in the author, the
communicator whose choice of medium demarcates its
sphere of intelligibility. But the communicatot's choice
may not be unconstrained: language is ever-changing
and he or she risks miscommunication or non-
communication.? In this look at literary change, I shall
therefore attempt to widen the range of linguistic mate-
rials studied beyond those that were avowedly literary.
Second, Pollock's formulation implicitly suggests that
the process of vernacularization was somehow irre-
versible. This was certainly so in the West: the generally
reactionary Congress of Vienna (1814-15) did not ne-
gotiate in Latin. But in South Asia, an effort at reviving
the old cosmopolitan language of Sanskrit was actually
made in the late seventeenth century. I shall examine the

paradoxical fate of this effort through the eighteenth
century.

But still, how is the authot's choice made? Given how
deeply the grammatical structures of many languages
are marked by hierarchies of power that shape the
forms of appropriate utterance, could the choice of
medium have been unconnected with the power of pa-
tronage? Other questions also arise: how were the
communicants visualized by the communicators? How
were they changed by that communication? What ener-
gized the pre-formative processes that, like contours of
the earth, channeled the rivulets that flowed into the
larger historic speech communities of the early modern
period? And finally, how did some of these communi-
ties become the dialects with armies that we called offi-
cial languages in the century gone by?? I shall approach
these questions by attempting — so far as my skills per-
mit — to delineate the main features of the polyglot mi-
lieu that was the matrix of these processes in South
Asia.

A Co-evolution of Identity and Language?

A significant body of regional studies exists in the
field of early modern language. The beginnings of the
Telugu in Andhra have been examined by Cynthia Tal-
bot in Pre-Colonial India in Practice; she notes astutely how
the find-spots of Telugu inscriptions mirror the political
power of the Kakatiya dynasty, which used this language
to assert its authority vis-a-vis the Kannada-preferring
Calukyas of Kalyani# In Maharashtra the spread of
Marathi inscriptions was associated with the Kakatiyas’
contemporaries and rivals, the Yadavas of Devagiri.5 In
“Recovering Babel” Sanjay Subrahmanyam notes,
among other things, the unacknowledged dialogue
across linguistic boundaries among Persian histories,
Tamil and Telugu narratives, and Tamil folk epics.o
Looking at Mughal north India, Shantanu Phukan re-
cently proposed a demanding agenda: that “adamantly
heteroglot” literary communities should be approached
by looking at “an entire literary area with its multiple
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literary voices and the manner in which these interacted
with each other.”” He goes on to suggest that embed-
ding eastern Hindi dialects in Persian or Persianate Urdu
texts was a choice that atristocratic men of letters made
to invoke intimate domains of affection and loss.8

This line of thought diverges from the major current
among historians who have looked at the phenomenon
of polyglossia and hybridization. As Phukan points out,
most scholars, influenced by the idea of popular lan-
guage as the primitive core of nationhood, have tended
to identify language choice in terms of its teleological
contribution to some as yet inchoate integrative project.?
In 1978 Richard Eaton published an important contri-
bution to the study of the social role of Dakhani Hindi
and argued that its adoption by the Sufi lineages he
studied was instrumental in the spread of Islam beyond
the Persianate elite in the city of Bijapur.l® A similar in-
tegrationist analysis of the Mughal decision to adopt
Persian as its administrative and literary language was
proposed by Muzaffar Alam, who wrote in 1998: “The
non-sectarian and liberal feature of Persian made it an
ideal forum through which the Mughals could effec-
tively negotiate the diversities of the Indian society. The
culture and ethos of the language matched with their
vision of an over-arching empire.”!1

The evidence that Alam provides for this is, however,
a select anthology of ecumenical statements in Persian.
These would be available to someone who had learned
the language, but that evidence does not address the
issue of how Persian was viewed by the millions who
did not know it, and certainly could not read the liberal
scholars he cites. Alam, after all, describes how even the
liberal Persian syllabus was ultimately imposed by impe-
rial fiat under Akbar, and most students simply wanted
to learn enough to qualify for government employment.
By implication, though, the adoption of Persian had in
fact excluded many. Hence, Alam continues, when the
empire was challenged by regionally based ethnicities,
the Mughals came to realize that “the increasing cultural
affirmation of the region expressed in its linguistic di-
versity had to be accommodated in more meaningful
ways. They recognized the need to culturally integrate
and accommodate with, and not simply dominate, the
regions. This could be illustrated from the interest they
showed in Hindavi.”12 Implicitly, therefore, Alam admits
that the choice of Persian over some Hindavi language
did exclude the numerous users of those regional
tongues, who then had to be conciliated. In his 2003
revision of this essay, he ends by noting that the coup
de grace for Indo-Persian came when “Persian, the lan-
guage of power par excellence, was divorced from
power” by the British government of India.!3

Let me develop this important observation. Another
aspect of language choice is that language and accent,
like other hard-to-acquire identity markers, can be used

not merely to include but also to exclude. Consider, for
example, the role of English in twentieth-century India:
retained because it belongs to no one geographically
bounded ethnicity, it has worked as a language of power
and the marker of the power-elite. This use of English is
challenged, however, by the nationalist idea of authen-
ticity residing in the “mother tongue”: the resulting
compromise has usually been to impose a vernacular on
the poor while reserving the choice of English to the
affluent and powerful.'* Mughal India was unatfected by
nationalism and the monolingual ideal that has often
accompanied it. Insofar as power was to be centralized
in the hands of the ruling family and its associates, the
language of power should not tie the emerging imperial
state to any specific ethnicity. The major threat to Akbar
could come from his Turki kin at Kabul and the Turkic
Uzbeks who loomed behind them, which ruled out
Turkish. Then again, Akbar was a ruler with expansive
ambitions: the regional connotations of northern Hin-
davi or its southern equivalent, Dakhani, would have
tied the empire too closely to regional elites who, in
turn, were identified with the regimes that he had just
superseded or was still subverting. It is noteworthy that
these weaker powers had increasingly sought to embed
themselves in the emerging regional tongues.!> I now
turn to a region where this process was active.

Language Competition in Western India

The Marathi language is attested from at least the
eighth century CE, but its major efflorescence coincided
with the rule of the Yadavas of Devagiri in the thir-
teenth centutry. This culminated in the famous [nyanesvari
(or Dnyanesvari, completed in 1290). As Tulpule and
Feldhaus observe, “Such great literary achievements
were made in this period that it has come to be known
as the ‘Golden Age’ in the history of the Marathi lan-
guage. This period saw the rise and development of the
Varkaris and the Mahanubhavas, the two sects that pro-
duced the bulk of Old and Middle Marathi literature.”1¢

The Yadavas were supplanted in 1318 by governors
sent from Delhi, who in turn set up the Bahmani sultan-
ate from c.1350. The sultanate disintegrated at the end
of the fifteenth century, being succeeded by the Nizam
Shahis in western Maharashtra. Important works of
Middle Marathi literature continued to be produced.
Furthermore, Marathi remained the language of admini-
stration and government at the local level, where he-
reditary officials maintained their grip on authority. As
Chatrapati Sivaji's minister, Krishnaji Ananta Sabhasad,
wrote in 1694, “Lands held by the Idalshahi, Nizam-
shahi, Mughalai were conquered [by Sivaji]. In those
lands, the farmers had been until then completely in the
hands of the hereditary headmen, accountants and dis-
trict officers.”!” These officials maintained records (and
probably spoke) in a variant of Middle Marathi modified
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by a significant infusion (as we shall see below) of Per-
sian and Arabic loan-words.

Elsewhere, 1 have argued that the centralizing
authority of early modern states in the peninsula oper-
ated significantly through the exploitation of extant fis-
sures and cleavages in local society.!8 One of these
points of entry was via the adjudication of local dis-
putes, as Andre Wink pointed out in his path-breaking
book almost two decades ago.!” These conflicts were
most often settled at assemblies — gotsabha, majlis, etc. —
essentially according to the “common sense” of the
country. These judicial processes, in turn, generated a
discourse of entitlement by inheritance and the bakbar
(historical narrative) was therefore well adapted to dis-
courses of ethnic pride and the consequent claims to
regional dominance by autochthonous landholders. A
growing body of research suggests the importance of
such gentry communities in the politics of eatly modern
India. Muzaffar Alam pointed this out in 1986: in resis-
tance to the Mughal empire, “the rebels and 'disturbers'
had been identified in terms of either their class, namely,
gamindars, or their caste, clan and region.”? Further-
more, in a polyglot milieu, familiarity is signaled by using
common speech inaccessible to others; exclusion or
dominance by using an official language of power (in
contemporary north India, this pattern is exhibited in
the use of regional language or dialect versus English).
Regional names reflected dominant ethnic communities:
Kolvan, Marathwada, Jhalawad, Kathiawad, Baiswada,
Gondwana, Hadauti, Mhairwada, Rohilkhand, Bun-
delkhand. It will be evident that I am moving towards a
speech-community definition of ethnicity, while admit-
ting such additional limiting markers as the evidence
sustains.? But my use of ethnicity is not spatially
bounded in the way that “nationality” is assumed to be.
In fact, ethnicities in hierarchical societies cannot escape
ranking, and are often formed by the intrusion of ple-
beian or elite minorities into areas where they were pre-
viously unknown.??

Was Dakhani also taking shape as the language of an
incipient southern “Turk” ethnicity? The sixteenth cen-
tury saw the sultanates of southern India increasingly
thrown back on local resources by the rise of Portu-
guese power in the Indian Ocean and the Mughal em-
pire in north India. The cores of three long-lived sultan-
ates were centered in different language zones: the Adil
Shahi in the Kannada-speaking area, the Nizam Shahi in
west Maharashtra, and the Qutb Shahi in Andhra. The
same period saw a rise in the patronage of Dakhani as
well as the use of regional languages like Marathi and
Telugu. Richard Eaton noted the turn to Dakhani com-
position among some Sufi pirs from the late fifteenth
century onward. He suggested that part of the reason
for its adoption was that

it was evidently the only vernacular of Bijapur with
which both Muslims and Hindus — at least those inte-
grated with the city — were familiar ... Dakhani could
reach more people than could the elitist Persian lan-
guage. Of course, the use of Marathi or Kannada
would have reached many more than even Dakhani.

But Dakhani had the advantage of being written in

the Perso-Arabic script, which would permit, when

necessary, the easy importation of Islamic vocabu-

lary.?3
Was the choice as strictly functional as Eaton suggests?
The idea that literacy should build towards the ability to
read the Koran, and therefore start with the Arabic
script, was widespread in the Islamic world. But the ob-
stacles to rendering Marathi or Kannada into the Perso-
Arabic script are no more serious than those encoun-
tered in rendering Turkish, Panjabi, Swahili, Malay, or
indeed Dakhani into it. Furthermore, because oral
transmission initiated by lectors reading aloud would be
a major form of propagation, the phonetic corruption of
Arabic religious terms would creep in regardless of the
language of composition. As the simple technical expla-
nation is insufficient, I would suggest that Dakhani may
have been the only vernacular that the Sufis knew, and
that they saw no need to go beyond the circle of
Dakhani-knowing plebeians (which would include the
women and retainers of their Persian-knowing patrons).
Hence they needed no rustic languages. As Eaton
pointed out, at their most activist they were no more
than passive proselytizers or reformers of the estab-
lished community;?* unlike, say, the ferociously prosely-
tizing Jesuits, who not only learned local vernaculars
worldwide but also took steps to bring them into the
world of print.

The Dakhani language then became an aspect of a
dominant urban elite, and was perceived as such. Thus
the famous Marathi bhakta poet, Tukaram, in depicting
the modern age of decay (kaliyunga), points to the use of
avindhavani — “the speech of those who have unpierced
ears,” i.e., Muslims — by even Brahmans as one of its
features.?> In the 1650s, Jayarama Pindye claimed to
compose freely in twelve languages including daksinatya
yavani2° Yavana was by then a common term for Muslim,
and Jayarama clearly recognized that the southern or
daksinatya yavanas had a language distinct from Persian,
which he simply termed yavan:.

The Dakhani language thus became expressive of a
regional religious identity. The sixteenth-century bhakta
poet Eknath’s “Hindu-Turk samvad’ illustrates among
other things the power-relation involved. The “Turk” is
actually a Muslim who gets into a wrangle with a Brah-
man. The Muslim speaks something close to Dakhani
with many Arabic loan-words, while the Brahman does
not choose to display his knowledge of Sanskrit al-
though he quotes a Sanskrit s/oka). He uses a Marathi
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very close to Eknath’s own but shares significant vo-
cabulary with his antagonist. For example, after the
“Turk” has used the Bali-Vamana legend to attack
Hindu belief, the Brahman replies, “Bali kbudaca kbasa
banda” (Bali was a favored slave of the Lord). The case-
marker is Marathi but three out of four words are Per-
sian. He then goes on to assimilate the story of Adam
and Eve with that of Rama and Sita, Ravana being iden-
tified with Satan.?’

So Dakhani, like Urdu in north India, was a language
of the urban centers and the elite. It was perhaps an er-
rant aspiration to urbanity that led Tukaram’s sinful &a/-
yugina Brahman to pop a pan-vida into his mouth and
then use avindha speech.?8 Furthermore, as already men-
tioned, over time central authority developed a more
intrusive presence in the localities. In such a setting, of-
ficial languages and the power to prescribe them would
impact deeply upon the formation of speech communi-
ties. Superiors are truly such only in the presence of in-
feriors; elites, only if they dominate over subalterns.

So the court officials that ambitious leaders of gentry
clusters invoked, resisted, and emulated were (particu-
larly after the fall of Vijayanagara), Persianized rather
than Sanskritized. It was important for local potentates,
proprietors of all sorts, and even humble peasant plain-
tiffs to get some understanding of officialese and polite
usage. But on the other hand, the strength of the gentry
lay in local followings and extended kin networks. These
would be reinforced, as we shall see in the case of the
Chatrapatis Sivaji and Sambhaji, by the invocation of a
shared ethnic rootedness — in a sense, an expanded
sense of kinship whereby all speakers of a given lan-
guage were akin. Superiority would then be signaled by
the use of a higher register indicating access to but not
assimilation into a “high” language. Total assimilation to
the glorious imperial court was dangerous, if tempting.2’
So the “high” languages of the royal courts gradually
infiltrated the various regional tongues, and multiple
linguistic registers had to be mastered by great and small
alike. This changed the way they spoke.

Indeed, if we take even a cursory look at the volume
of records, orders, summons, and warnings surviving
through the troubled sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, it seems likely that the form of written document
that a commoner would most frequently hear or see
would be an official document such as a zabirnama,
katba, mucalka, dospatra, hakikata, takidpatra, izarpata, das-
tak, karina, or mahzar. How common an understanding
of the structure and function of such documents be-
came is shown by the fact that the immensely popular
Eknath (1533-99) and Tukaram (1608-50) both com-
posed devotional poems that played upon these formats.
For example, Eknath wrote an ary beginning:

Arzdast arydar

bandgi bandenawaz,

Alekam salam

Sabebance sevesi

bande sarirakar

Jivaci sekdar

Budhaji karknn

Proane Sarirabad

Kille Kayapuri Sarkar Sahebanci ajna gheun svar jablon

Ton pargane mazkuri yeun sarkar kam suru karavayas laglo

ton pargane majkuree jamadar Dambhaji sete ....

[A petition from the slave to the cherisher of slaves,

on whom be peace: the writer has the form of the

Body, which is bailiff-custodian of Life, together with

the clerk who is its Intellect, situated in the subdivi-

sion of the Living (follows)

Having received the Lotd's command at the Fort of

the Body, I set off for the aforementioned subdivi-

sion and began conducting government business. The

tax-farmer of the subdivision is Dambhaji ...]
This poem ingeniously mimics the structure and tone of
reports from touring subordinates to central ministers,
down to descriptions of malfeasance and accounts of
the writer’s efforts to remedy the situation as a parable
for the frail human body beset by evil desires and im-
pending death. So affairs of the pargana (body) on which
Budhaji (the consciousness) is reporting are represented
as being in disorder, with Kamaji (Desire) as the mwabajan
(head of the merchants), covetousness as the (female)
despandina (hereditary registrar) and Krodhaji (Rage) as
the nayakvadi (chief of police), etc. Then Jarasandha, a
mace-bearer, brings news that Death in the form of a
Brahman auditor (Yamaji Pant) is about to take charge.
At this terror the pargana almost empties of life; Kesganv
(Hair-ville) turns white; Kanganv (the Earvilles) close
their gates; Nakapur (Noseham) begins to run, Gan-
dapur (Anuston) begins to flow,> and so on. It ends:

Eka Janardanaka banda

bandgi roshan hoya he argdast.3!

Read as Hindustani, which the genitive case-marker
“ka” suggests, it means: “Eka (Eknath) is (solely) the
slave of Janardana. So that this servitude may be illumi-
nated [by the divine presence] this petition is in the
hand.” Janardana of course refers to Krishna; but
Eknath's guru was also named Janardana and is said to
have been a fort commandant under the Nizam Shahi
sultans of Ahmadnagar.

The devotional poets may of course have wished to
display their linguistic virtuosity as well as devotion; but
an example of how deeply these official processes im-
printed ordinary Marathi can be seen from a deposition
by one Babaji Krishna Kulkarni in 1650 (with Petso-
Arabic derivates highlighted):

arg kela ki aple kulkarnapanaci nivad karkirdi Malik

Ambar Saheb jala hota tenhepramane aple vadile khat hote

yavari aple vadile baphat jaleyavar darmyane Ataji Tan-
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prabhu apla varisdar Marbateyace nivadiyasi kusur karun
ghetla hota.>
[Submitted a petition that a decision on our hereditary
village accountant's office was made in the admini-
stration of Malik Ambar Saheb, and our father had
exercised the office in conformity with that decision.
Then after our father's demise Ataji Tanprabhu our
co-heir got a fraudulent decision in his favor from the
Marhata administration.|
Languages were marked by a tension between hybridi-
zation and identity. The resulting mixed idiom, with an
interesting infusion of Sanskrit zafsamas (loan words) is
found, for example, in Sivaji's letter to Dadaji Naras
Prabhu, deshpande of the Rohida valley, where the major
appeal is to a territorial rootedness in the valley as well
as putative wider subcontinental identity (again, Perso-
Arabic is highlighted):
shahasi  bemangiri tumhi va ambi karit nabi Sriro-
hidesvara tumce Rhoriyatil adi kuladeva tumca dongarmatha
patharavar sendrilagat svayambhu ahe tyani ambas yas dilhe
va pudhe sarva manoratha Hindvi svarajya karun puravinar
abe tyas bavas haval hon naye khamakha sangava.®
[You and I are not being disloyal to the Shah. Sriro-
hidesvara, the original presiding deity of your valley,
exists in self-created form next to the sendri tree on
the plateau at the crest of your mountain: he has
given me success and will in future fulfill the desire of
creating a Hindavi kingdom. So say to the Bava (ad-
dressee's father): “Do not be unnecessatily down-
cast.”]
But while such local knowledge and identity could be
valuable to the head of a small principality, a subconti-
nental imperial system could benefit from a high lan-
guage that favored no specific ethnicity — the role played
by Persian in the Mughal Empire. In later years, Sivaji
and his son and successor Sambhaji seem to have con-
sidered the possibility of Sanskrit playing such a role.
Thus the Rajavyavaharakosa — a thesaurus of official us-
age — was prepared shortly after Sivaji's coronation as
Chatrapati. This has sometimes been presented as an
effort at the triumphant return of Sanskrit with the end
of Muslim rule. S. B. Varnekar, for example, claims that
the author was commissioned to write this text in order
to save the language of the gods (devabhasa).>* The text
itself is much more modest: “Having completely up-
rooted the barbarians (w/leccha), by the best of kings a
learned man was appointed ... to replace the overvalued
Yavana wotds (atyartham yavanavacanair) with educated
speech (vibudbabhasam).”? There is, for a period, a sig-
nificant change in register in official documents, with a
new prominence given to Sanskritic terminology, even
though Marathi remained the official language. I shall
return to this theme later in this essay.
The early emergence of regional vernaculars had been
associated to some degree with the translation, or more

precisely adaptation, of Sanskrit works: the most famous
example in early Marathi literature is the
Jnyanesvari/ Dnyanesvari of 1290. The sixteenth-century
scholar Eknath also composed some major transcrea-
tions, paralleling the slightly later work of Tulsidas in
north India. We may get some insights into the polyglot
milieu of a seventeenth-century court via the Radbamad-
havavilasacampu>® Its author, Jayarama Pindye, exempli-
fies the multiple skills possessed by the seventeenth-
century literatus. He clearly had some training in the
Sanskrit poetic tradition and quotes both Bhamaha and
Bhoja at the outset and acknowledges the Amarakosa.
But he accords a high status to the various vernaculars,
and there are few indications of language hierarchy in
his text. The text presents itself as narrating the literary
feats of the poet Jayarama Pindye at the court of Sahaji
Bhonsle in Karnataka when the latter was an Adil Shahi
general, carving out a new domain in the remains of the
Vijayanagara empire.’’ Jayarama states that Sahaji him-
self listened to the play of twelve languages that it con-
tained.’ The text opens with a prose introduction dis-
cussing the opinions of different literary critics on the
poet's choice of his theme, and then follow five cantos
on what I would judge conventional themes: water-
frolics, the flowery bed, the description of the heroine
from head to toe, the six seasons, and so on.

The sixth canto, however, presents something alto-
gether new. It reverts to prose and describes how the
assembly of connoisseurs was amazed by the cantos and
asked the reader who the author was. The answer is that
he is associated with a maharaja; the audience then asks
who that latter is, which occasions several ingeniously
crafted lines in praise of the Bhonsle king.3? Next the
arrival of the poet, who comes from Maharashtra to
Sahaji's court, is desctribed. Entering, Jayarama takes his
appointed place and makes an offering of twelve coco-
nuts. The king is intrigued and asked why: the poet re-
sponds that they symbolize the twelve languages in
which he composes: “Sanskrit, Prakrit, Gopacaliya,
Gurjara, Vaktara, Dhundhar, Panjab, Hindusthan, Bag-
gul, Yavani, Daksinatya Yavani, Karnataka.” I have to
postpone a complete analysis of these language names,
which would have to be accompanied by an analysis of
the actual poems presented (occasionally under different
language-names) in the eleventh canto. Briefly, however,
I suggest that Prakrit refers to Marathi, which may sug-
gest a link to classical Prakrit and the understanding that
it was a literary language with a grammatical traditions
of its own, and Gopacaliya to Braj or Gwaleri. (Gwaliyar
has obviously the same meaning as Gopacal, the land of
the cowherds [gral- or goval-] or perhaps the Cowherd,
ie., Krishna.) Vakfara is clearly Bundeli: the name may
refer to the accoutrements of war, or it may be a San-
skritization of bhasa (vaktra as mouth, by extension,
speech ot bhasa/bhakha). Dhundhar tefers to northern
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Rajasthani, and Hindusthan is what is subsequently la-
beled Rekhta. Baggw/ is northwestern Marathi or Ahirani.
(The Baghul vamsa ruled in the eponymous province of
Baglana to the 1640s. In 1596 they invited the Southern
poet Rudrakavi to compose a Sanskrit family history in
twenty cantos.)*! Yavani is Persian, and Daksinatya
(southern) Yavani is Dakhani. (Panjab and Karnatak are
self-evident.) Cleatly, as suggested above, Dakhani was
viewed as the tongue of a regional ethnicity that hap-
pened to share a broader religious identity with the
northern Yavanas, but was nonetheless distinct from
their tongue.

The next canto represents a literary competition in
which various learned men of the court challenge each
other with lines from verses that have to be completed
in conformity with meter and meaning. Then a canto
occasioned by the appearance of Sahaji armed and ac-
coutered and so on. Then, interestingly, Sahaji asks the
poet to respond extempore to themes (samasya) in the
vernaculars. Jayarama agrees if the contest is conducted
in the presence of the young prince. The jealous ver-
nacular poets see this as an opportunity, and rush to
offer difficult themes. Jayarama utters a soka saying that
the Sanskrit lion advances roaring to seize the unattain-
able bright and bashful word, while the others sit con-
cealed in the many-branched languages like monkeys
(sakbamiga).#? This angers the bhasa poets who resolved
to set him the most difficult lines when they get the
chance. Jayarama then exhibits his virtuosity at another
session by completing verses using lines thrown him in
different Hindavi languages. The first is clearly in Bun-
deli and the theme heroic. It celebrates the conquest of
Karnatak by Sahaji, and ends with an ingenious play on
ber (wild fruit) and bairi (enemy) to boast that the wom-
enfolk of his enemies were forced to flee into the
woodlands.

bajat karnatak bhajan karnatuk batanmen fkangde hatak

setanmen

balamki bat lakbhen barbar bavarisi bairanki vadhn phire

bairanki banme

[Conquering Karnatak cleaving the Karnatakis, the

Kangdas who recoiled from the spears — and the ex-

iled wives of the enemy roam in the jungles where the

wild fruit grows.]

This is then followed by an amorous image of Krishna
(Kanha) in Braj, then a heroic verse in Khari Boli, with a
pun on firang (swotd), firangi (Portuguese?), and phir rang
gayo hai. (Roughly translated, the couplet suggests that
Portuguese women lose color or blench when Sahaji
takes up his sword.) These feats pleased the worthy, but
now both the Sanskrit and vernacular poets present
were offended. A linguistically interesting poem is la-
beled “Rekhta” and written in the feminine voice:

akal curai meri kamakal pithare ne mababali mabaraja dilgir

kare hai

Jilhe sa duniye ke ganim sab kati kadbe jake sat sattar hazar

svar khare hai .. .[]

[My small wit is stolen [I am infatuated] by the great

lord, the mighty maharaja has made me heavy-

hearted.

He who slays all enemies, in whose service seven and

seventy thousand horsemen stand ready.]

One of the more striking aspects of the Campu is the
prominence given to Bundeli. One is strongly tempted
to link this with Kolff's work on the Bondiliyas, and that
of Subrahmanyam on their role as auxiliaries of the
Mughals in southern India.#> The Mughal connection is
explicitly suggested in a verse addressed to Narayana
(Vishnu) by his envoy after surveying the earth:

tum soye raho sirsindbu maha

aru uttar dachan rachan ko

it Sabjn hai ut Sabijaha.

[Continue to repose in the sea of milk:

the north and south are protected

here is Sahju and there is Sahijaha.]

Did ethnic gentry power determine the panoply of lan-
guages on display? Marathi is introduced very late in the
sequence of poems, and then at the request of the court
jester (vidusaka), and the response is punning verse on
the defeat of Mir Jumla, the capture of the fort of Guti,
and eating shit. (Later more heroic Marathi verse is in-
troduced, including a series of poems exhibiting differ-
ent meters in the same language, and significantly con-
cluding with a series of Marathi dobas.) In poem 30 Durg
Thakur asks the poet to compose in Marathi: “&avi thor
yas bhasa apra” (Poet, great is this our language). Poem
31 then renders the theme of the wives of Sahaji's ene-
mies hiding in the forest and seeking to conceal them-
selves among the Bhil women.

In 1618, several decades prior to the composition of
Jayarama’s poem, Thomas Stevens, S.J., in order to
popularize his rendering of Christian doctrines into
Marathi/Konkani, introduced several verses in praise of
the Marathi language into the first chapter of his work,
and wrote it in the traditional o/ meter. The language is
declared to be the diamond and turquoise among gems,
the peacock among birds, the kalpatarn (fabulous wish-
granting tree) among trees, the noblest of tongues, the
Sunday and Monday among days, etc.* 1 would suggest
that this prefatory material was inserted in order to mo-
bilize embryonic language-pride to reinforce the accep-
tance of the text.

But a return to Sanskrit is also visible at the close of
the seventeenth century, perhaps reflecting the new am-
bitions of regional satraps in the wide vistas opened by
the evident collapse of the Mughals. Consider the career
of the VVipekacintamani, an encyclopedic Virashaiva Kan-
nada prose text of the thirteenth or fourteenth century
translated into Marathi ov/ verse in 1604. Portions of the
Kannada text were then rendered into Tamil later that
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century and into Sanskrit c. 1725. The Sanskrit transla-
tion was by Nirvanamantri, minister at the court of the
Keladi nayaka, Somashekhara.#> Sanskrit scholarship was
active and innovative at this time. Multiple sources of
patronage had also opened up: most notably, the
Mughal emperor himself.# Sheldon Pollock has de-
scribed how the Imperial court generated unparalleled
cross-cultural interactions from the sixteenth century
onward.#” Great expectations were current among the
literati. A widely circulated s/oka attributed to the great
Sanskrit scholar Jagannatha ran:

dillisvaro va jagadisvaro va manorathan purayitum samarthah

anyair nripalair babn divamanam sakaya va syallavanaya va

Syat

[(My) desires can be fulfilled by either the lord of

Delhi or the lord of the world

What is an abundant gift for other kings will merely

supply me vegetables or just the salt to flavor them.|*
Pollock also suggests that some of Jagannatha’s Sanskrit
verse was modeled on the well-established Persian
theme of a lamentation over the unattainable beloved.*
The northern Bhonsle kingdom established by Sahuji’s
son Sivaji seems, in the last years of Sivaji, and more
vigorously under Sambhaji, to have aimed at a rein-
statement of Sanskrit as a language of history and even
of diplomacy. We have the well-known Sivabbarata, as
well as several lesser-known Sanskrit gavyas. Sivaji pa-
tronized the important Rajavyavabarakosa, a thesaurus of
Sanskrit official terms. Thetre was also a certain effort to
correspond with the Rajput courts of Rajasthan in San-
skrit.5! In part, this may have been a counter to the in-
creasingly Islamic tone of Aurangzeb after 1678. In the
last years of Sivaji's reign, and throughout that of Samb-
haji, titles were Sanskritized to a considerable degree and
we find significantly more Sanskrit words in official
documents. This continued with the succession of Ra-
jaram (1689) and the desperate guerilla struggle of the
ensuing years, when every ideological appeal was thrown
into the scales, with routine use of jibad by the Mughals,
and appeals such as this from the Maratha ruler:
“svamice rajya mhanaje deva-brhamanaci bhumi. Ya
rajyaci abhivrtddhi vhavi ani Maharashtradharma ra-
hava.”’52 (That the Lord [Rajaram]| holds this kingdom is
equivalent to the Gods and Brahmans holding it. This
kingdom must be sustained and the dharma pertinent to
Maharashtra survive.)

We also have a return to a stronger emphasis under
Rajaram and Tarabai on the ethnic Maratha character of
the kingdom. In a letter — likely one of many sent in the
desperate year 1690 — Rajaram wrote to Baji Sarjerao
Jedhe, “be Marasta rajya ahe’ (this is a Maratha king-
dom).>® Writing in 1693, the experienced minister
Krishnaji Ananta Sabhasad nostalgically read ethnic as-
sertion into Sivaji's coronation as Chatrapati in 1674. “In
this epoch all the great kings have been barbarian (m/ec-

¢ha); now a Marast padshah became chatrapati. This was
no ordinary event.”>* In fact, the copious contemporary
documentation surviving from that event suggests that it
was designed to be much more pan-Indian and San-
skritic than Marathi in character. But by the beginning
of the eighteenth century, Mabarashtradharma was in-
voked in various contexts, without requiring further
definition.

It is interesting that the Peshwas who took effective
control of the Maratha state in the early cighteenth
century, while lavishly patronizing the traditions of San-
skrit learning, did not promote it seriously in the sphere
of government and diplomacy. Some Sanskrit corre-
spondence continued, as for example in a letter sent
with two emissaties to Jodhpur in 1736. But the text is a
wotd-for-word translation of a Marathi official text with
all the conventions of that genre. It also bears a great
formal resemblance to Rajasthani letters in the same
collection. I surmise that scribes all three languages were
modeling themselves on well-established Persian epis-
tolary convention. The letter ends with the conventional
“Why should I write much?” in Sanskrit.5> Meanwhile,
back in Maharashtra, the language of the administrative
documents of the era reflects, if anything, the strong
legacy of sultanate/Mughal statecraft and eighteenth-
century Hindustani usage. When foreign authorities
were to be impressed it was done by incorporating large
amounts of Persian. So for example around 1775, the
minister Nana Phadnis wrote to the king of England on
behalf of the infant peshwa explaining recent events in
the kingdom (Persian words are printed in bold):

Tyas Madhavraosabheb vaikunthavasi jaliyavar kiblegah

Narayanarao Sabeb danlat karn lagle. Te vakbti Raghu-

natharao gharantila biradar yani daga karun apla danlat

karavi ha irada kela kiblegah yans phamd karun marile.

Hi gosta Hinduce mahzabat bahut na-munasab. ..

[Then after the noble Madhavrao took up his heav-

enly abode, the auspicious and noble Narayanrao be-

gan to rule. At that time, Raghunathrao, a close rela-
tive, decided to take over the kingdom by treachery
and killed the auspicious one by a devious stratagem.

According to Hindu orthodoxy, this action is deeply

impermissible ...|
On the other hand, the Marathi language was tena-
ciously retained, even though Persian was, at the time,
the major language of diplomacy in South and West
Asia. This contrasts with the Mughal abandonment of
Turkish after Babur (d. 1530). The Marathi language,
much changed by loanwords, was still retained even as
Mahadaji Sinde secured from his protégé, the Mughal
emperor Shah Alam, the title of “plenipotentiary dep-
uty” for the Peshwa and governed from Delhi in the lat-
ter's name. It is significant, therefore, that unlike the
Sanskrit Sivabharata/ Sivacarita, when a verse history of
the peshwai was composed around 1772, it was in Mara-
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thi in the o2/ meter, though evidently written by a San-
skrit-knowing literatus, deeply immersed in the tradi-
tions of the purana and kavya literature.57 Cleatly, that
linguistic identity had assumed a new significance in the
politics of South Asia. This new significance of Marathi
was also in evidence twenty years later when the English
East India Company stripped the southern branch of
Sahaji Bhonsle's descendants of the last fig leaf of sov-
ereign authority that remained to them in Thanjavur.
Sarfoji Bhonsle read the writing on the wall and added
some of his own. The great patron of Sanskrit learning
and Karnataka music had a long narrative history of the
family written and carved on the walls of the Sti Bri-
hadisvarasvami temple in their former capital. Sur-
rounded with examples of literary Sanskrit and Tamil
epigraphs, the last “Choladesadhipati Srimant Rajsti
Maharaja Kshatrapati Sarfoji Raje Saheb” (Overlord of
the Chola country, the glorious great king sovereign
monarch, the worthy king Sarfoji) had his personal [sec-
retary|, Baburaya, compose and inscribe a family history
in unadorned Marathi prose.5

This text stands at the very cusp of the time when
power and patronage in one of the great centers of In-
dian learning was slipping from the Bhonsle court to the
“new men” rising in the port cities under colonial aus-
pices. Does Sarfoji's choice of language offer us a hint
of the connection between the worlds of language poli-
tics before and after the colonial deluge? I hope I have
demonstrated that this question is worth asking.
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