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Preface

In the following pages, I shall present the results of research projects undertaken partly during my doctoral studies, and partly in the two and half years between my doctoral defence at the University of Turin in May 2013 and the final writing-up of this book in winter 2015. The leitmotiv of the four chapters comprising the volume that I now present to a broader readership – scholars of Indology, manuscript studies, and ritual studies – is the investigation of ritual practices involving, and in most cases primarily centred on, the use of manuscripts. Manuscripts and rituals, and thus manuscript and ritual cultures, are two areas in which Indic cultural regions have traditionally been very prolific, offering abundant material for different types of analysis. The perspective offered in this book focuses on the intersection and interplay of these two complex entities, for which I have adopted a textual and philological approach. The topics under discussion are thus examined through the prescriptions and descriptions found in the Sanskrit textual sources, with sparse references to epigraphical evidence both in Sanskrit and in other classical Indian languages. My main sources are normative texts addressed to an audience of lay practitioners which were composed in a time span of about ten centuries, ranging approximately from the sixth and seventh century to the seventeenth. They reflect the views of various communities contributing to the religious landscape of premodern India, though the most specific focus is on the literature of the Śaivas and the Dharmaśāstra. Buddhist texts are taken into consideration only as a point of comparison in the analysis of analogous phenomena in Śaiva contexts, while Jaina literature does not make an appearance within the sizeable body of sources on which this study is based.1

This book therefore aims to offer some insight into how the textual and religious traditions of India have treated manuscripts, regarded simultaneously as a means of transmitting knowledge and as objects of worship; moreover, it strives to deepen our understanding of the practices connected to the production and use of manuscripts amid the world view and material culture of the people who in fact first conceived and handled those manuscripts through which knowledge has been transmitted and preserved through the centuries. It is perhaps relevant to point out to the reader that this study on manuscripts and rituals had started out as one on textual criticism and traditional hermeneutics. Then, when I first started perusing the Dharmaśāstra literature in search of an ‘orthodox’ viewpoint on scriptures and authoritative texts, and the ways one should materially deal with their transmission, I stumbled upon the descriptions of the donative rituals and worship ceremonies that are examined in detail in the chapters of this volume. These texts in part provided an answer to some of the questions I had in mind — for example, what is the role of the manuscript in the transmission of a text, and how does its material form interact with its scriptural status. On the other hand, this set of sources also inspired new topics, such as the use of manuscripts in the same manner as icons, with the corollary identification of the manuscripts with the gods they are believed to embody; the equivalence between the purity of the manuscript-icon and the correctness of the text it transmits, whose pristine conditions the devotees are exhorted to preserve; and the magical agency of the manuscripts, which overlaps with that of the text when they are used in performative contexts.2 These are just a few of the points that are touched upon in the textual sources used for this book. For the authors of these texts, it was especially relevant to establish a connection between the various ritual uses of manuscripts and religious institutions. On the one hand, monasteries are evoked not only as the repositories of manuscripts, but also as the primary location in which they were used — both in rituals and as teaching and learning tools; on the other hand, the selection of the texts whose manuscripts should be used in ritual is meant to set a boundary between orthodox and heterodox, authoritative and non-authoritative texts. In this case, the ritual practice overlaps with a hermeneutic stance, and the uses of a manuscript contribute to enhancing the status not only of the physical manuscript, but also of the text it contains. In the eyes of the lay devotees who sponsored these practices for their own spiritual and material benefit, the cultic contexts in which a manuscript was used was sufficient evidence for it being the receptacle of incontrovertible authority.

As I shall point out in the chapters of this book, several of the manuscripts that have been handed down to us and that are now used for textual studies and critical editions have been produced, copied, and preserved for reasons that go beyond the transmission of the text, and are rather concerned with the expectation of material and immaterial benefits. However, the study of the manuscripts alone is not sufficient to fully understand the ideology surrounding these practices, their genesis and development. Integrating the study of the manuscripts as objects with that of the manuscripts as carriers of texts, and thus turning to the information that the latter can provide, has proved to be the sole method conducive to having a more comprehensive idea of the culture in which these peculiar artefacts emerged and with which they actively interacted.

This book is the result of several long years of research and writing in three different European towns, namely Naples, Hamburg, and Leiden, where I could work under the guidance of the extremely knowledgeable and generous scholars whom I now have the privilege of calling my teachers. To them I want to express my most sincere gratitude. I especially want to thank Francesco Sferra (University of Naples), a teacher and a friend, who has been on my side since the very beginning of my Sanskrit studies, and has supported, challenged, and instructed me throughout the years leading up to the completion of this book. This research was prompted and nurtured by our countless conversations and reading sessions which have greatly enriched the past ten years of my life. Harunaga Isaacson (University of Hamburg) and Peter Bisschop (University of Leiden) have always been very generous with their time and knowledge, reading with me, perusing my work and sharing their opinions and suggestions. I will always be grateful for all the help they offered me, both while working on my doctoral thesis and in finalizing this book.

I would also like to thank Alexis Sanderson (University of Oxford) and Raffaele Torella (University of Rome) for their constant support, which has found expression in the many exchanges of ideas and research materials that have deeply enriched my understanding of the topics that I try to investigate in the following pages.

This book would have never existed in this shape, and would probably never have been published at this date, without the tireless efforts and constant exhortations of Michael Friedrich (University of Hamburg), whose support and insights have been very valuable to me in these last years. My deepest gratitude goes to him and to the other editors of the series Studies in Manuscript Cultures, Harunaga Isaacson and Jörg B. Quenzer (University of Hamburg), for having made it possible for me to conceive and publish this book as a volume in their monograph series.

I also feel deeply indebted to the people who have assisted me by doing meticulous editorial work on this volume, trying very hard to get rid of all the contradictions and inconsistencies that affected my writing. Kristen de Joseph and Peter Pritchard are responsible for the revision of the English; Kristen de Joseph has moreover significantly helped me with the editing of the whole volume, and has personally compiled the indexes. Cosima Schwarke has been a very precious ally throughout the whole editorial process, mediating with the publisher and helping (saving) me during the final revisions of the proofs.

I would like to use this opportunity to thank all the institutions that have offered financial support with my work on this book. These are the University of Turin, which granted me a three-year full doctoral scholarship; the University of Naples L’Orientale, my current home institution, which has funded me with a two-year postdoctoral grant, recently extended; the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures of the University of Hamburg (SFB 950), which offered me two short research scholarships during my doctorate, and has recently awarded me a six-month Petra-Kappert-Fellowship to allow me to do research at their institution; the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, which funded a six-month research period in Hamburg; and the Jan Gonda Fund Foundation, thanks to which I could work in Leiden in the months preceding and following my doctoral defense. The most conspicuous source of these grants which have allowed me to move forward in my education and academic career are therefore the Ministero Italiano dell’Università e della Ricerca and the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, to which I feel enormously indebted.

My thanks also go to all the libraries that have granted me access to their manuscript collections, in particular the University Library of Cambridge and the team of the project ‘The intellectual and religious traditions of South Asia as seen through the Sanskrit manuscript collections of the University Library, Cambridge’ headed by Vincenzo Vergiani (University of Cambridge); the ‘Nepalese-German Manuscript Cataloguing Project’ and the Nepal Research Centre which, especially with the precious assistance of Namraj Gurung, helped me access the invaluable manuscript materials of the National Archives and the Kesar Library of Kathmandu; the Bodleian Library (Oxford); the Library of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine (London); the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (London); the Adyar Library and Research Centre (Chennai); the Saraswathi Mahal Library (Thanjavur); the Institut Français de Pondichéry (Pondicherry); the Asiatic Society (Calcutta); and the manuscript library of the Banaras Hindu University (Varanasi).

I furthermore want to express my gratitude to all the scholars who have offered me help with single issues connected to the research in this book, and who have been ready to share their knowledge and materials with me, above all Diwakar Acharya, Gérard Colas, Martin Delhey, Jonathan Duquette, Vincent Eltschinger, Camillo Formigatti, Marco Franceschini, Dominic Goodall, Kengo Harimoto, Nirajan Kafle Borayin Larios, Tim Lubin, Carmela Mastrangelo, Nina Mirnig, Elena Mucciarelli, Patrick Olivelle, Sarah Pierce-Taylor, Judit Törzsök, and Eva Wilden.

Thanks to my students at the University of Naples, whose reasonable and unreasonable doubts, and dispassionate interest for India’s past and present history, have taught me how to look at things from a perspective that I would have never considered until a few years ago.

On a more personal note, I would like to thank my parents, Alba and Domenico, for all the love, encouragement, and understanding with which they have supported me throughout the completion of this task. Finally, I want to express my deepest gratitude to all the friends and loved ones who during these years have sustained me in various ways, by sharing bits of their knowledge with me and/or by making my life one that is worth living, thanks to their love and invaluable friendship. Vos estis sal terrae. Their names are, in a dry alphabetical sequence: Maria Arpaia, Jung Lan Bang, Antonella Brita, Stefania Cavaliere, Giovanni Ciotti, Vincenzo Cozzolino, Daniele Cuneo, Victor D’Avella, Kristen de Joseph, Jonathan Duquette, Raffaele Esposito, Nicoletta Fossa, Kengo Harimoto, Nirajan Kafle, Mrinal Kaul, Andrey Klebanov, Werner Knobl, Vito Lorusso, Fabio Managò, Stefano Managò, Valentino Mandrich, Antonio Manieri, Nina Mirnig, Paolo Nicodemo, Marianne Oort, Tania Quero, Serena Saccone, and Luisa Villani.

Special thanks go to the late Helmut Krasser.

Napoli, 15 ottobre 2016


1Manuscripts, Ritual, and the State in Indian Sources

Existing scholarship on the topic of manuscripts as objects of worship and ritual focus in precolonial India has tended to concentrate on Buddhism, and to present the phenomenon, if not exclusively, then at least as primarily Buddhistic.3 This approach seems to have particular merit when we consider what comprises the earliest literary and archaeological attestations of this practice, which are limited almost exclusively to the vast range of the early Mahāyāna. It is indubitable that the ‘cult of the book’, meaning the devotion paid to the manuscripts of textual scriptures, was a hot topic in early Mahāyāna worship. Both the relevance of this practice and its connection with the still much debated historical and religious phenomenon that is Mahāyāna has been acknowledged by scholars since the dawn of Buddhist studies.4 At the same time, it is largely accepted that the devotion towards manuscripts prescribed by texts of the early Mahāyāna, and the sacralizing power attributed to these manuscripts, has had a profound influence on the manuscript cultures of India. This is due to the fact that it fuelled the production of manuscripts for reasons other than the transmission of texts—reasons such as the quest for divine protection, the accretion of spiritual merit, or the making of pious offerings. The current state of the evidence, which will be briefly surveyed in the following pages, allows us to safely maintain that early Mahāyāna sources account for the emergence of the cult of the book as a key element in lay devotional practice and popular belief, which would come to have a bearing on visual culture in several artistic fields. However, in the early Middle Ages—if we adopt the Gupta period (fourth to fifth century CE) as the watershed fictitiously dividing the ancient from the medieval—the discourse is enriched by devotional scriptures of Brahmanical authorship, which claim to divulge teachings that were originally taught by the gods themselves. By firmly integrating it into Brahmanical institutions, these works appropriate the cult of the book and develop it in such a particular way that the further popularity and development of these ritual practices can hardly be assessed without considering the contribution of this hugely diversified body of literature, namely the medieval Purāṇas. Śaiva sources played a key role in this development, both by strengthening and promoting a specific ideology that backed the religious and ritual aspects of medieval Indian manuscript culture, as well as by preserving information on the writing culture of India for the time to come.

1.1Indian Manuscripts in Art and Ritual: The Case of Buddhism

Scholars of Buddhist studies have often stressed the emphasis that the Prajñāpāramitā (‘Perfection of Wisdom’) literature places on the worship of scriptures in their written form; self-referential passages in these works encourage the copying of their text in new manuscripts and venerating it with flowers, incense, umbrellas, banners, and other ritual tools.5 It is difficult to evaluate whether such passages are as old as the Prajñāpāramitā itself, especially because our knowledge of it is often based on manuscripts that are from a much later date than the emergence of the Prajñāpāramitā literature, possibly in the last century BCE.6 However, references to the copying of the text and the donation of its manuscripts are already contained in the second-century fragmentary version of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā in Gāndhārī;7 sections listing the transcribing of the text at the head of a series of other activities are found in a sixth- or seventh-century manuscript of the Vajracchedikā, and in the Gilgit manuscript (again from the sixth or seventh century) of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.8 As observed by Schopen, the notion of the manuscript as a sacred object became so relevant for the Mahāyāna communities that some Sūtras, like the Aparimitāyuḥsūtra and the Amoghapāśahṛdayasūtra, were almost entirely devoted to describing the merits deriving from the acts of copying and worshipping their texts. Major Mahāyāna Sūtras also adopted such a ‘self-promoting strategy’ by inserting sections in which they listed the merits gained through the transcription, recitation, veneration, and circulation of their own texts, as attested, for example, by several passages of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka. In one of these, the Buddha predicts the achievement of a ‘perfect awakening’ for anyone who, besides memorising or reciting a religious text,9 ‘will write it, or will call it to mind when written, will continually gaze at it, will manifest in regard to that manuscript the reverence due to the Tathāgata […] and will worship that manuscript with flowers, incense, perfumes, garlands, unguents, aromatic powders, cloths, umbrellas, flags, banners, music, and exclamations of ‘adoration to you’ and cupped hands’. By becoming objects of veneration, texts and manuscripts of Buddhist Sūtras were attributed powers that could also extend to the protection of the state, starting a pattern that would remain relevant with the transmission of these texts in Central and East Asia. This is particularly evident in the case of the Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra, whose chapter 4 gives a prophecy concerning the four great kings who will safeguard the country where the Sūtra is upheld, a passage that was already available in Dharmakṣema’s Chinese translation of 417 CE.10

Early Buddhist literature also features references to the donation of manuscripts and writing implements as a meritorious act. Examples collected by Skilling (2014) range from the non-Mahāyāna Karmavibhaṅga to long Mahāyāna Sūtras such as the Akṣayamatinirdeśa and other scriptures of Mahāyana literature. In the sources that Skilling takes into consideration, the giving of manuscripts is always regarded as one of the hallmarks of wisdom. The Karmavibhaṅga, for instance, lists the behaviours that are conducive to ‘great wisdom’ (mahāprajñā) as follows:11

Here a certain person is by nature inquisitive. He resorts to wise ascetics and Brahmans, and avoids ignorant ones. He explains the True Dharma, and criticizes false dharmas. He promotes the security and confidence of the Dharma-preachers, and applauds those who say what is beneficial. He avoids those who say what is unbeneficial. He praises right view, and he blames wrong view. He donates ink, manuscripts, and pens. He does not drink alcohol […].

Analogously, the opposite activities are said to lead to false knowledge (duṣprajñā). Skilling notes the association between the gift of writing materials and the figure of the dharmabhāṇakas, literally ‘preachers of the Dharma’, who are in fact designated as the recipients of these gifts in the further sources that he considers. The Akṣayamatinirdeśa and the related Bodhisattvapiṭaka, for instance, regard these Dharma-preachers as the donees of four gifts that are said to contribute to the accumulation of knowledge (*jñānasambhāra).12 These are the gifts of birchbark, ink, and manuscripts; the gift of ‘thrones of Dharma’ (*dharmāsana); the gifts of wealth, honour, and praise; and the gift of directing praise toward the Dharma-preachers13 —each of which is given ‘in order to make a comprehensive collection of the Dharma’. In brief, one of the options foresees that a lay devotee should donate to the dharmabhāṇakas all that is necessary for writing down the scriptures and for maintenance of the preachers themselves. These considerations run parallel to the passages in the Śaiva texts exhorting the donation of manuscripts and writing tools to the Śaiva teachers and yogins (see § 2.1). The fact that these Buddhist sources differentiate between birchbark—used as writing surface14 —and manuscripts might suggest that one should donate both a completed manuscript as well as the material for producing a new copy in order to enable the dharmabhāṇakas to accomplish a ‘collection of Dharma’ (*dharmasaṃgraha in the reconstructed Sanskrit). Such instructions are mentioned, with only a few variations, in several other Mahāyāna scriptures,15 as well as in the Ratnāvalī (v. 3.38), attributed to Nāgārjuna (second or third century). Some scholars however believe that this may be a work of uncertain authorship, but in any case written before the sixth century.16 It therefore still reflects a relatively early stage of the tradition. Colophons of Buddhist manuscripts, moreover, confirm from an early date that those manuscripts had actually been produced as objects of meritorious donations, namely donations meant to garner religious merit for the donors, who at times were associated with other people who could benefit from this donation. While more examples of this will be adduced further on in this study, it is worth mentioning here two early manuscripts of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, a Mahāyāna Sūtra that, as observed above, makes several remarks on the importance of its own written transmission and veneration. One is the colophon of ‘manuscript C’ from the Gilgit collection, which reports the text of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, (the same manuscript from which we have cited the text in fn. 7). The so-called ‘Gilgit collection’, which was actually found at Naupur (Pakistan), close to Gilgit, is the only extant collection of Indian manuscripts from early times.17 The surviving colophons show that this manuscript collection, on which more will be said in § 2.3, was formed mainly between the sixth and seventh century CE, and that some of its manuscripts were understood as Dharmic gifts (dharmadeya), pious donations made in exchange for religious merits; in certain instances, the patronage of the local dynasty, the Patola-Śāhis, is evident.18 The colophon of manuscript C of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, which follows the end of the text, mentions at least 44 people as the donors of this manuscript, most of whom are laypeople, but also a few monks and senior monks, the latter designated as mahādharmabhāṇakas.19 As observed by von Hinüber,20 ‘this, then, is the first time in the history of Indian Buddhism that a group of lay people venerating the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra speaks to us directly’. Another colophon, probably attached to ‘manuscript A’ of the Gilgit Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, confirms the same use for this manuscript.21 As attested by the proper names, in both cases some of the lay donors had an Iranian background; scholars figured that a few of the Buddhist texts popular in Gilgit, like the same Saddharmapuṇḍarīka or the Saṃghātasūtra, were also popular in Central Asia, specifically in the area of Khotan. Paratexts from a Khotanese manuscript of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka in fact attest that, also in this area, manuscripts of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka were objects of lay worship and pious donation from a relatively early date, which in this case can be traced back to the eighth to ninth century.22

Buddhist texts thus attest the practice of donating manuscripts and writing materials from early times on, directly associating these acts with the circulation of the Dharma and, in the case of some Mahāyāna texts, with the conduct of a Bodhisattva. However, the instructions provided in this regard are very scanty. Moreover, these sources do not seem to provide exhaustive descriptions as to how the ritual donations should be performed. What emerges clearly from the above-cited passages, and is confirmed by some of the main Mahāyāna Sūtras such as the Aṣṭasāhasrikā and the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, is the importance of the figure of the dharmabhāṇaka, whose role in the production and dissemination of Mahāyāna literature has been stressed by several scholars.23 The word bhāṇaka, literally ‘speaker’, is used in early Buddhist literature to denote those professionals who were charged with the recitation and oral transmission of the canon.24 In the context of Mahāyāna, according to Drewes, who shares here Shizutami’s view, dharmabhāṇakas might have been the actual composers of the early Mahāyāna literature, and this central role would explain the high reverence that the texts pay to these figures.25 Buddhist sources often depict dharmabhāṇakas as teachers but, although primarily identified with the activity of teaching orally, textual sources also connect them with the writing down of texts, which is presented as an equal alternative.26 Dharmabhāṇakas are indeed mentioned in the colophons of Buddhist manuscripts, sometimes even in the function of copyists.27 Drewes sees the emergence of the Mahāyāna as a ‘textual movement’ promoted by circles of preaching authors and teachers, whose peripatetic lifestyle helped disseminate the texts; according to this interpretation, the centrality of the text in the emergence of the Mahāyāna, as testified by the self-awareness of being part of a ‘new textual revelation’, is the main drive behind the renewed focus that Mahāyāna literature puts on textual practice, including the cultic use of manuscripts.28

The thorny question of the emergence and nature of Mahāyāna Buddhism does not fall within the scope of this work, or its author’s specialization. It is however important to bear in mind, as a premise to the topics that constitute the backbone of this work, that the cult of the manuscript promoted in early Mahāyāna scriptures is attributed a formative function in the development of the Mahāyāna. More specifically, an often cited article written by Schopen (1975) argues that those passages in early Mahāyāna literature that encourage the cult of the book indeed reflect a competition between two cults—that of the bodily relics of the Buddha deposited in stūpas, and that of the Buddha’s Dharmic body, i.e. the Mahāyāna texts. Schopen’s interpretation is based on a few passages from Mahāyāna texts (such as the already mentioned Vajracchedikā, Aṣṭasāhasrikā, and Saddharmapuṇḍarīka) in which the place where the scripture is located, transcribed, venerated, etc. is said, according to his translation, to ‘become a shrine’ (caityabhūta); in other passages he adduces, the two cults—that of the stūpa and of the manuscript—are compared to the advantage of the cult of the manuscript.29 According to this interpretation, the cult of manuscripts may therefore have been patterned on the cult of the stūpas containing the earthly relics of the Buddha, though developing as a rejection of that cult, whose centrality had been maintained by Hirakawa (1974). The difference is that the cult of the book offered the possibility of ‘making a shrine’ out of any place on earth where worship takes place, in contrast with the strong geographical localization of stūpas and their cult. Regardless of one’s interpretation of these data (see also Vetter 1994), the cult of the manuscript played an important role in the propagation of the Prajñāpāramitā and early Mahāyānic literature and practices.

Schopen’s view was recently opposed by Drewes, who maintains that the expression caityabhūta is far more likely to be interpreted—as most of the scholarly tradition before Schopen had done—as a metaphor (‘like a shrine’); it is thus meant to underscore the greatness of the practice of manuscript worship by comparing it to the stūpa.30 As Drewes remarks, there are several passages in South Asian Buddhist texts in which prominent people are compared to a shrine in order to emphasize their importance (without diminishing the importance of the shrine).31 In Drewes’s view, the main objective of the caityabhūta expressions, when referring to the copying and veneration of the manuscripts, is to promote the use of the latter as a protective measure for private houses and other places, as the mere presence of the manuscript in its written form and the veneration paid to it would have turned these places into sacred locations. He thus argues that the other, similar expressions on which Schopen had based his deductions also needed to be understood as hyperbolic statements;32 considering that the cult of the stūpa is in no way belittled by Mahāyāna texts, and how scarce the archaeological evidence for the practice of enshrining entire manuscripts of Mahāyāna Sūtras, Drewes concludes that the veneration of texts, while important, was neither an innovation of the Mahāyāna33 nor the foundation of a new cultic practice to the detriment of the stūpa cult.34

Turning to the archaeological evidence, Drewes specifically remarks on the scarcity of evidence for whole manuscripts35 or portions of manuscripts of Mahāyāna Sūtras enshrined in the stūpas, with the exception of the Dhāraṇīsūtras. On the contrary, the practice of depositing fragments of texts or formulas in stūpas as votive offerings is well attested. Based on the belief that the teachings of the Buddha are one of his ‘body’ (dharmakāya), fragments of Buddhist scriptures or objects inscribed with protective formulas have in fact been deposited as relics into stūpas and images in areas of Buddhist influence, not only in India but also in Tibet and East Asia.36 Bentor has showed that such a practice, very popular in Tibetan Buddhism, originated in India and is attested in early Buddhist Sūtras such as the *Pratyutpannabuddhasaṃmukhāvasthitasamādhi (13.8–9), in a passage that is also found in early Chinese translations of the text from the third century.37 In many cases, however, it is not manuscripts containing entire texts that are deposited into stūpas and images, but small pieces of scriptures, the most common being the Dhāraṇīsūtras, Buddhist texts made of protective formulas (dhāraṇī), which were already being produced in the first half of the first millennium; the Dhāraṇīsūtras themselves offer the possibility of placing either the entire text or just the mantras contained in them inside stūpas and images of the Buddha.38 The power of some texts is believed to be transmitted to the supports on which they are inscribed, which do not necessarily correspond to manuscripts. For instance, a very popular text all across Asia that is found inscribed on artifacts and deposited in many Buddhist sites is a single verse that has now become famous as the epitome of the Buddha’s teachings on the dependent origination or on the four truths of the nobles:39 since at least the second century, this verse has been recorded in reliquary inscriptions or incised on clay seals as an alternative to depositing bodily relics of the Buddha.40 Moreover, there are countless occurrences of this verse in the colophons of Buddhist manuscripts in various languages. An exceptional case of an entire manuscript found enshrined in a stūpa is the so-called Bower manuscript, at least according to the information provided by Hamilton Bower, who bought the manuscript in 1890.41 Written on birchbark, probably in the first half of the sixth century, the manuscript contains the Mahāmāyūrī, one of the texts of the Pañcarakṣā (see below), along with several other protective dhāraṇīs.

Thus, the pan-Buddhist emergence of an early literature of ‘protective texts’ (rakṣā)—characterized by a certain phraseology (including frequent invocations to protective beings, fixed clauses, protective mantras, and so on) and intended to be recited for apotropaic reasons—is connected to these archaeological findings.42 However, the protective powers held by these texts were quickly transferred to the manuscripts (or any other support) onto which the texts were copied, as testified by one of the most popular collections of protective Buddhist works, the ‘Five Protections’ (Pañcarakṣā). This collection of five early Sanskrit works43 is well known in India, Nepal, and Tibet, and it consists of purely protective texts, uniquely devoted to explicating their own apotropaic functions, thus providing the user with various protective formulas. Each of these texts eventually become associated over time with a female deity who is believed to protect the devotees against specific diseases and personal misfortunes.44 These texts, while praising their own powers, explicitly require assembling amulets with the mantras they teach: the Mahāpratisarā, for instance, instructs the devotees to paint an amulet with its dhāraṇīs and to wear it on the neck or on the arm, or to put it in a flagstaff over a caitya. Amulets bearing the protective formulas given by the Pañcarakṣā have been attested in archaeological findings.45 After all, the word pratisara itself has meant ‘amulet’ since its earliest attestations in the Atharvaveda, where it is used to denote either a ‘protective thread’ or a ‘magical formula’.46

As pointed out in the Introduction, manuscripts of the Pañcarakṣā are still used for worship and public readings among the Newar Buddhists of Nepal, just like the manuscripts of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. The Pañcarakṣā must have entered the ritual practice rather early, aided by the apotropaic functions and talismanic uses of its manuscripts and by the progressive association of the works with specific deities. Their use for ritual donations is attested by the Gilgit manuscripts, whose colophons report the names of the donors who sought protection through the transcription and offering of these manuscripts;47 further evidence for the practice is the increased production of illustrated multiple-text manuscripts in eastern India and Nepal, where the Pañcarakṣā had become one of the most popular texts for illustration from the eleventh century onward (see below). The establishment of a precise iconography of the five deities, which were portrayed in the manuscripts, testifies that the process of the text’s deification had favoured its cultic use, as also in the case of the Prajñāpāramitā.48

The field of visual art has made an enormous contribution to the study of the presence and relevance of manuscripts in the Buddhist cult, both by enabling us to confirm (or disprove) some of the allegations made in the written sources, and by providing a general historical background for these practices. This study has taken two main directions: on the one hand, the critical analysis of the decorative programs of the manuscripts and their wooden covers, when available; on the other, identifying the representations of manuscripts and understanding them in the context of iconographic art. As regards the first line of study, scholars have assumed a direct connection between the emergence of the practice of decorating manuscripts and manuscript covers and the use of the same as objects of ritualized devotion,49 also due to the link between figuration and worship in Indian art. Such observation have already been made by Pal (1978), who noticed the absence of a direct relationship between texts and images in illuminated manuscripts from Nepal—a trend that is only attested from the eleventh century—and surmised that this happened because manuscripts (and, as a consequence, the images they hosted) were used as cultic objects and pious gifts, just like icons of the gods.50 According to this view, the aim of the images depicted on manuscripts or on their covers is not to illustrate the text, but rather to function as a support to worship. Moreover, Pal emphasizes the protective function that images might have played towards the hosting manuscripts, and the role that their donation to Buddhist and Hindu monasteries might have had in boosting the production of such illuminated manuscripts.

The Gilgit manuscripts offer another case study in which the colophon information can also be assessed in the global context of the manuscripts and the iconographic program of their covers. Klimburg-Salter studied the paintings on two of the extant wooden covers of the manuscripts from Gilgit, the earliest surviving covers associated with Indian manuscripts; she concluded that with the production of these items, ‘a change took place in the concept of the book so that books were not seen merely as a media for the conveyance of information but, for some reason or reasons yet unclear, began to be conceived of as objects worthy of beautification’51 Given how little manuscript evidence from Indian cultural areas dates from a time prior or contemporary to the formation of the Gilgit collection, we should temper Klimburg-Salter’s statements about the innovation that these particular manuscripts represented in the history of Indian manuscripts. However, it is undeniable that they may represent one of the earliest incontrovertible pieces of material evidence for the ritual use of manuscripts in areas of Indian culture. As for the iconographic program of the covers, Klimburg-Salter observes that those from Gilgit, representing Buddhas and Bodhisattvas with kneeling figures at their feet, are different from the ones produced later on during the Pāla period with regard to composition, subject matter, and style.52 The main difference lies in the orientation of the paintings, which in Gilgit are vertical rather than horizontal, parallel to the orientation of the script, the space sometimes divided into panels, which was to be the most prolific decorative style in India and Nepal. These and other features of the subjects portrayed on the covers allowed to assimilate them into the art of Central Asia, where vertical panels (both on cloth and wood) representing the Buddha or the Bodhisattvas, in some cases with donors kneeling at their feet, are popular items, sometimes even used as manuscript covers or votive offerings themselves.53 This could explain the origin of the manuscript covers of the Gilgit manuscripts, whose production was most likely not contemporary with the manuscripts themselves, but in any case occurred no later than the eighth century.

Further textual and archaeological clues that seem to suggest a ritual use for the manuscripts of the Gilgit collection—or, more precisely, that the collection might have emerged due to the religious function attributed to its samples—are analyzed below, where the evidence will be compared with the instructions given in this regard by the almost contemporary Śaiva work Śivadharmottara (see § 2.3). It is now worth observing, however, that the hypothesis of attributing a ritual function to manuscripts has been brought forth in order to explain the formation of some of the main collections of early Indian manuscripts, even though the idea is ultimately not considered tenable for all of them. That manuscripts had been used for the performance of a ritual is what Salomon had proposed in his study of the British Library birchbark fragmentary scrolls of Gāndhārī Buddhist texts in Kharoṣṭhī script (1999), which notably have been found in the original pots in which they had been buried a long time before, presumably in stūpa sites. According to Salomon’s first interpretation, the British Library scrolls represented a ritual burial for old, ‘dead’ manuscripts, which would have formed a sort of ‘Buddhist genizah’.54 The main arguments for this explanation were the donative inscriptions found on some of the pots, resembling those recording the ritual dedication of relics and stūpas; and the study of the scribal notations found on the manuscripts, which Salomon had initially interpreted as indications that a new copy of those manuscripts had been produced, and the old ones were set to be discarded. This theory has recently been revised by the same scholar (2009) on the basis of alternative interpretations of the scribal notations on the manuscripts, and on account of new findings, especially those concerning the Senior collection.55 This is another collection of early Buddhist birchbark scrolls and scroll fragments from Gandhāra that was interred inside inscribed water jars, but has the unique feature that its manuscripts, unlike those of the British Library collection and of the other big groups of Gāndhāran manuscripts—the Bajaur collection and the Schøyen Buddhist collection56 —are a uniform set of Buddhist Sūtras, all written by the same scribe. The Senior collection has thus been interpreted as a ‘commissioned collection’,57 with some of the manuscripts being brand-new at the time of their interment: on account of these findings, the hypothesis now formulated by Salomon for interpreting the four major collections of Gāndhāran manuscripts is that they were all ritually interred or ‘buried’ in funerary monuments as Dharmic relics, rather than as a form of ritual disposal or genizah.58

Another early collection of Gāndhāran manuscripts for which similar hypotheses have been considered is the recently discovered Bajaur collection, named after the Bajaur Agency of Pakistan, near the Afghan border.59 This collection of birchbark fragments of Buddhist works written in Kharoṣṭhī script was reportedly not found in pots, but in a stone chamber of a Buddhist monastery measuring about a half-meter in diameter. According to Strauch,60 the Bajaur manuscripts were not ritually interred as proposed by Salomon, but rather stored in a room within the precinct of a Buddhist monastery, in a part of the library functioning as a genizah—thus in compliance with the first interpretation given in Salomon 1999—where the worn-out texts, stored in stone caskets, would still remain within the reach of the monks. Moreover, upon reviewing the archaeological evidence for the instances of water pots deposited in stūpas as manuscript-bearing reliquaries, Strauch finds that none of it can be considered definitive; the only data borne out by the sparse archaeological reports were that manuscripts were indeed contained in reliquaries, but only in the shape of tiny fragments used with apotropaic functions. These fragments were inserted not only in reliquaries but also in the hands of the Buddha statues, in the walls, pressed into or inscribed in clay or metal and in various other contexts, not as whole texts preserved in jars.61 Therefore, this makes him doubt that the British Library collection could indeed also be interpreted as a ritual deposit of manuscripts in a stūpa, as Salomon suggests. According to this view, the only collection that could rightly be regarded as such is the Senior collection, due to the peculiar features that distinguish it from the other three collections of Gāndhāran materials.

A focus on the iconography of illustrated Buddhist manuscripts has characterized the recent studies of Kim (2013). The bulk of her study consists of the analysis of a selection of illustrated Buddhist manuscripts from northeastern India, on the basis of which she attempts to extrapolate data concerning the social history of the cult of the manuscript within the ritual practice of medieval Buddhism. Kim identifies the earliest iconographic attestations of the cultic use of manuscripts in the sixth- to seventh-century Ellora caves 6 and 10, in panels representing the goddess Mahāmāyūrī, one of the ‘Five Protections’:62 in a corner, at the feet of the goddess, these panels depict a monk in front of a manuscript lying on a book stand; the monk is apparently intent on reciting or (in the case of cave 6) possibly worshipping the manuscript. According to one theory on the panel, the goddess seems to generate from a corner of the manuscript. Although the possibility of reading these images as representations of the cultic use of manuscripts is subject to interpretation, the connection established between Mahāmāyūrī and a manuscript that is being worshipped or recited recalls the apotropaic agency attributed to the texts of the Pañcarakṣā, and reconnects their power to the materiality of the manuscript. Kim also draws attention to a representation that can certainly be identified with a scene of manuscript cult on the base of a statue of the goddess Prajñāpāramitā from Mangalpur (Orissa), dated to the eleventh century:63 this relief represents a manuscript lying on a stand together with flowers and flanked by a group of worshippers with their hands folded. Kim observes that the man in the first row seems to be endowed with the same iconographic features that are typical of kings, while the women behind him might be members of his family. Other elements of this panel are the officiating monk and the food offerings for the manuscript. The context of this panel is that of the cult of the Buddhist goddess Prajñāpāramitā, her position corresponding exactly to that of the manuscript depicted on the base of her statue. Orissa is homeland to several other depictions of scenes of manuscript worship, always found on the bases of statues representing a Buddhist subject. Kinnard (1999) mentions three such representations, ranging from the ninth to the eleventh century, found on panels at the bottom of Buddha statues in the ‘gesture of touching the ground’ (bhūmisparśamudrā): here the manuscript is constantly depicted on an altar pedestal, flanked by kneeling devotees making offerings or folding their hands in the añjali gesture.64 More samples of this iconographic motif are identified by Kinnard in areas belonging to the cultural milieu of the Pāla kingdom of northeastern India: several of them come from Bodhgayā, traditionally identified as the place where the Buddha achieved his awakening, like an image of Tārā and one of Śākyamuni now preserved in the Bangladesh National Museum, each of whose bases depict manuscripts set on pedestals and being venerated.65 Kinnard hypothesizes that the function of these depictions may be to represent wisdom (prajñā) as supporting and ensouling the Dharma of the Buddha; alternatively, these panels may have had a ‘mimetic’ function, exhorting and teaching veneration towards Buddhist scriptures. Kinnard reads these depictions of manuscript worship within the broader context of the sponsorship of the Pālas, under which we observe a re-emergence of interest in the Prajñāpāramitā from the eighth century, with the composition of Haribhadra’s commentary on the Aṣṭasāhasrikā, the Abhisamayālaṃkārāloka Prajñāpāramitāvyākhyā.66 This would also have allowed a growth in the popularity of the ‘self-referential’ cult of the manuscripts that was implicit in these texts and, Kinnard observes, the creation of a new ‘field’ of devotion that elevates Prajñāpāramitā to the rank of a deity and worships her like the Buddha, while manuscripts are at the same time introduced into the field of visual culture by being represented in sculptures.67 This is also evidenced by the emergence of the iconography of the goddess Prajñāpāramitā, attested from the ninth century, which embodies the notion of wisdom by means of iconographic features such as the ‘gesture of the setting in motion of the Dharma wheel’ (dharmacakrapravartanamudrā), recalling the Buddha’s first sermon at Sarnath, and the manuscript, often represented atop lotus flowers.68 The manuscript, as observed by Kinnard, is part of the iconography of several other contemporary representations of Buddhist deities and Bodhisattvas,69 which leads him to stress that a new cultic focus is placed on the notion of wisdom, which enters the visual culture through all these iconographic means that allow the devotee to partake of the salvific wisdom of the Buddha.70

Kim bases such findings on the interpretation given by Kinnard, and stresses the role played by this renewed interest in the Prajñāpāramitā literature recorded from the eighth and ninth century under the sponsorship of the Pālas as a boost for the cult of the manuscript. In Kim’s analysis, crucial evidence is represented by the growth in the production of illustrated Buddhist manuscripts in northeastern India and Nepal in the eleventh and thirteenth century, respectively.71 The most popular texts for illustration in this area were the Prajñāpāramitā, the Pañcarakṣā, and the Kāraṇḍavyūha. This phenomenon would have been variously motivated by the meritoriousness associated with the production of preciously illustrated manuscripts, and by the iconic status of the latter, causing the cult of the manuscript to become a significant topic in the eastern regions of Magadha, Gauda, and Varendra, connected to Nepal and thus to Central Asia through a network of commercial ties.72 These deductions are supported by a study of the iconographic program of a few manuscripts produced in said areas and the interplay between iconography, text, and object,73 along with the readings of the colophons. What emerges from the selected samples that Kim examines is that these illustrated manuscripts were indeed objects of donations that were supposed to confer spiritual benefits on the donors; among the latter, a few were monks, while the lion’s share was represented by laypeople, both women of higher rank, amounting to some 50% of the donors in the eleventh century, and laymen identifying themselves as Mahāyānist lay practitioners (upāsaka), who emerged as a dominant group among donors from the twelfth century onward.74

On account of the evidence we are provided with, it can thus be considered very likely that the cultic use of manuscripts may have been popularized in the first place by early Buddhist texts and scriptures, and then became relevant under the Pālas and the contemporary ruling elites of Nepal, thus triggering the production of some of the most precious manuscripts that have survived from that cultural area until present day. Still, and also in consideration of the fact that the availability of manuscript evidence for certain periods of history rather than others is often due to reasons of preservation and climate, it would be highly misleading to try to explain the phenomenon of the use of manuscripts as cultic objects as a purely Buddhist thing. The Pālas have certainly been defined as ‘the most robustly Buddhist of all the dynasties’ in the sixth to the twelfth century,75 and ‘the most liberal patrons of Buddhist institutions in early Medieval India’;76 Mahāyāna Buddhism, especially its tantric branches, had grown tremendously under the Pāla emperors who, as is well-known, had also undertaken the endeavour of promoting the construction of what would become the celebrated Buddhist monasteries and centres of Buddhist learning of eastern India.77 At the same time, it has been shown that this did not prevent a parallel growth of Śaivism, nor ousted its presence in the same areas, which were also heavily influenced by Śāktism. The interplay with Śaivism and more generally with the devotional currents that found their expression in the Purāṇas cannot be overlooked if we want to account for this phenomenon beyond the context of manuscript production under the Pālas. Before wealthy sponsors of the eleventh and twelfth century, under the reign of the Pāla emperors, expressed their religious devotion and social rank by ordering and purchasing expensive manuscripts of Buddhist scriptures—some of which have reached us—the bond between lay devotion and the sponsorship of the production, worship, and donation of manuscripts had taken on enormous importance also for Brahmanical scriptures for the laity, which circulated side by side with Buddhist literature. Above all, this topic had gained centrality in a lay Śaiva scripture called Śivadharmottara, whose composition can possibly be placed in northern India in the seventh century, and which enjoyed great popularity in some cases until modern times, as shown by the numerous parallels and borrowings from this text found in Sanskrit literature throughout India (see § 1.3). At the same time, this text, and the collection to which it ended up belonging, is amply attested in Nepal starting possibly from the ninth century, and with more regularity from the eleventh. Further manuscript evidence is attested in different parts of India later on (see § 1.3). Even if we want to hypothesize that the cultic focus that Brahmanical texts placed on the materiality of the scriptures may initially have derived from a rival interplay with its Buddhist counterpart, the topics concerning the use of manuscripts in religious contexts cannot just be reduced to the Prajñāpāramitā literature and its dissemination, but must also be assessed on account of the popularity that rituals of manuscripts had gained in the scriptures and religious practice of the Brahmins, to which it is now time to shift our attention.

1.2Rituals of Power and Knowledge in Brahmanism

Just like the Mahāyāna Sūtras, the medieval Purāṇas, religious literature for uninitiated devotees of the Hindu gods, contain several references to the worship and donation of the manuscripts of scriptures, as well as to the apotropaic and magical powers attributed to them. On the one hand, these texts connect the rites of donation and public reading from a manuscript to the strategy of self-promotion of the texts and the system of beliefs expressed in them. The method adopted by the Purāṇas chiefly consists of extolling the wondrous powers of their texts in order to encourage their circulation, analogous to what happens in Buddhist scriptural literature. This gave rise to the composition of eulogistic sections called śrutiphala, dealing with the ‘fruits of hearing’ the recitation of the Purāṇas: these are paragraphs, usually placed at the beginning or end of a work or section of a work, which list the grand fruits bestowed on the devotees by merely listening to that specific text, or by meditating upon it. The Śivapurāṇa, for instance, devotes all of its first seven chapters to praising its own qualities and urging the listening of its teachings, namely by singling out a huge number of the text’s properties and the various mundane and ultramundane rewards promised to devotees, and by illustrating all this with exemplary stories.78 The text concisely explains where these powers come from, as it states,79 ‘For this supreme Śivapurāṇa, the foremost treatise, has to be known as the form (rūpa) of Śiva on earth, and therefore has to be revered in all possible ways’. The idea that the text shares the same nature of the deity to which it is dedicated (and by which it was originally taught)80 underlies the textual and material attestations of the practice of the cult of manuscripts in Brahmanical sources, and is eventually what is believed to confer the protective and magical powers attributed to these texts and their manuscripts. Moreover, despite the fact that there are cases in which the text is praised over its material embodiment—like that of the Śivapurāṇa, for instance, where the stress is rather on the hearing of the text—the śrutiphala sections also contain frequent references to the manuscripts of the texts as holding the same apotropaic powers: they must therefore be written down, worshipped, donated, and used for recitation. A further example is that of the Devībhāgavatapurāṇa, a Bengali Mahāpurāṇa that in one of its last chapters (12.14) endorses the circulation of the Devībhāgavatapurāṇa itself both by exhorting worshippers to read it and listen to it, and by giving instructions for writing down the text and donating its manuscripts.81 The idea that the texts and their manuscripts could protect those who showed devotion towards them gave rise to the practice of using these as amulets. It is attested both by the production of small manuscripts of ‘auspicious’ Purāṇic excerpts that could easily be carried around as shields against misfortune and bad signs,82 and by a special category of religious compositions specifically called ‘armour’ (kavaca or varman).83

One could argue that, on this point, both Buddhist and Brahmanical texts do replicate the same refrains, as has been duly observed by Schopen (2010). He remarks that, in Buddhist as in Purāṇic sources (for the latter he mostly relies on Brown 1986), the manuscript ‘is not just a sacred object, but also a sacralizing presence’, transforming the space around itself into a sacred spot.84 Insisting on the parallels with Buddhist attestations in the Mahāyāna Sūtras, Schopen further argues that the implication of this notion is that there is no need to invoke a religious officiant in handling the manuscript, as it suffices to place it somewhere—private houses are also mentioned in the sources—in order to turn that place into a shrine.85 This would largely be true if we were to restrict our attention to those scattered references to the religious obligation of worshipping the manuscripts of scriptures that can be found in the śrutiphala or in the glorification (māhātmya) of some Purāṇas (see the case of the Agnipurāṇa examined in chapter 2 and 3, or the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa referred to in the Introduction). There is, however, a crucial difference that emerges in the Purāṇas, namely that these sources, besides generically referring to manuscripts as foci of worship and donation, also testify to the existence of a specific ritual category that is entirely centred on the use of manuscripts. Literary and inscriptional sources call it the ‘gift of knowledge’ (vidyādāna) and, as the name itself suggests, its core ritual activity consists of the donation of knowledge, which in the case of the accounts of the Purāṇas or Purāṇic-like works can be embodied in a manuscript. The donation of the manuscript is, however, only the peak in a series of structured ritual activities where many of the common uses and functions of the manuscript are ritualized, and as such do require the presence of priestly intermediaries. In the works that contain the most complete accounts of the gift of knowledge—above all the Śivadharmottara, the Nandipurāṇa, and the Devīpurāṇa, along with the shorter passages from the Bhaviṣyottarapurāṇa and the Agnipurāṇa— its main steps are as follows: the production and copying of the manuscript from a previously existing exemplar; the correction of the newly produced copy; a public procession that carries the new manuscript to a temple or a space that is sacred in any other form; the donation of the manuscript to the temple; the performance of appeasement rites; the performance of public readings; and instructions on the daily worship and preservation of the manuscript. Even the initial activities, connected with the assembly of the manuscript and its transcription, are conceived in a highly ritualized environment in which the manuscript is the object of great devotion, on the model of the cult of divine icons that is one of the distinctive traits of medieval Hinduism. The information provided by the literary sources thus allows the reconstruction of the more general ideological and religious context within which we must understand practices such as the donation of manuscripts or their production in the service of acquiring religious merit, practices which are attested in the colophons of a significant number of Indian manuscripts. Moreover, moving from the literal meaning of ‘donation of manuscripts’, the gift of knowledge as described in textual sources could also include activities that were only indirectly linked to the act of giving away manuscripts: it is clear, for instance, that the public readings of the manuscripts, besides being connected to their donation to the temple, could also be considered a gift of knowledge on their own (see §§ 2.1 and 2.4); furthermore, especially in the Śivadharmottara, which gives the most important account on the topic, the gift of knowledge is not exclusively a gift of knowledge but also a gift to knowledgeable people, whether it was connected to the manuscripts themselves (for instance, the donation of writing tools and materials), or it consisted of money or food or any other form of material support that would enable these people to further their study or teaching activities.

The gift of knowledge described in the Purāṇas, which would inspire the formation of analogous rituals attested in tantric sources up to modern times (see chapter 4), is thus a paradigm that, on the one hand, is linked with the developments that led to the emergence of devotional currents within Brahmanism; on the other hand, it also hints at the formation of Śaiva monastic and educational institutions (maṭha and āśrama), the endowment of which is envisaged—in this case only by the Śivadharmottara—in the form of a gift of knowledge, for this is the ultimate support that a very wealthy donor (read: a king) can grant to religious institutions. All the activities arranged under the category of a gift of knowledge, however, primarily centre on manuscripts, even though the focus might seem to be lost in certain points. Far from simply urging their worship and donation, the gift of knowledge in the Purāṇic sources connects manuscripts and the ritualization of their functions with some of the main Brahmanic institutions, thus turning the manuscripts of scriptures into one of the crucial factors that characterize the interplay between religious life and political leaders. The development of a structured ritual linked to existing institutions represents an important shift, a change that is worth examining in order to understand the bigger picture of the ritual, soteriological, and iconic functions traditionally attributed to manuscripts in premodern India.

Through the gift of knowledge, the cult of the book was tied to Brahmanic institutions, the first and most obvious of which being that of the ‘gift’, dāna. That the gift of knowledge must primarily be understood in light of the ‘Brahmanic theory of the gift’86 is demanded not only by its name, but also by the fact that it is one of the dāna categories which the specialized medieval digests from the twelfth century onward (see chapter 3) afford the utmost relevance, although they do not include the gift of knowledge in any of the known taxonomies (there is one exception that will be dealt with below). The tradition of the Dharmaśāstra, which is also reflected in the Purāṇas, only deals with one of the six typologies of gifts, that is with the dharmadāna, the ‘Dharma gift’, which the Devalasmṛti—a late work87 whose definitions of dāna and its various components are frequently quoted in medieval digests on gifting—defines as,88 ‘What [one] constantly gives to recipients independently of [any] purpose, [but] with the sole intention of giving’. According to this definition, therefore, the dharmadāna is a ‘constant’ (nitya) ritual, a wording that refers to a tripartite classification of Indian rites, divided into those that must be performed throughout a whole lifetime; those that are optional (kāmya), solely performed in order to achieve specific results; and those rituals that are carried out only under certain circumstances (and are thus called ‘occasional’, naimittika). The rituals classified as nitya, namely ‘eternal’, ‘constant’, such as the Vedic tradition of the oblation with fire (agnihotra), are therefore regarded as something non-fungible, to be performed, as the text says, ‘independently of [any] purpose’, an expression that in the case of the gifting rituals has been interpreted as a reference to the non-reciprocity of the gift, which is one of the main characteristics of ritual donations according to the Dharmaśāstra tradition.89 The principle of non-reciprocity however is only to be understood on the mundane level, in the sense that recipients are not supposed to give anything in exchange for the gifts, but the donors are nonetheless rewarded with merits (puṇya) that allow them to receive both mundane and ultramundane benefits.90 The practice of the ‘Dharma gift’ is therefore intended not only as a way to transfer property in an economy that saw a decreasing reliance on money,91 but also as a soteriological strategy,92 and it is in this context that the ceremony of the gift of knowledge must be placed. The correct performance of gifting was believed to increase merit, destroy the donor’s sins,93 and bestow mundane and ultramundane rewards on him. More basic features of the theory of the ritual gift according to Brahminical sources can be inferred from the simple definition that again the Devalasmṛti gives for ritual gifting in general, and that, in this case, is also often quoted in the beginning of the digests on dāna. Here the word gift is said to be ‘authoritatively defined’ (abhinirdiṣṭaṃ) as94 ‘the granting of goods, trustfully, to a proper recipient’. This plain definition contains all the chief elements of the ritual gift according to the Dharmaśāstra. In the first place, this line mentions the donee but not the donor. In this literature, the donee is the topic of paragraphs devoted to the identification of the proper recipient, the figure on which the descriptions of ritual dharmadānas place all emphasis. For Dharmaśāstra and Purāṇas, when dealing with gifts, primarily reflect the needs and perspectives of the recipients—identified with virtuous Brahmin men learned in the Veda95 — while making only general statements on the identification of the donors. The latter are solely qualified via general attributes, chiefly concerning their financial means and attitude towards the gift: the texts underscore that donors have to be able to make gifts in accordance with their material possessions (yathāśākti), that their moral conduct must comply with Dharma and that they must be endowed with trustworthiness (śraddhā), a notion also evoked in the definition of the Devalasmṛti, and which is a crucial component in the performance of a proper dharmadāna.96

Donor, donee and trustworthiness are three of the so-called ‘six components of the gift’ singled out by the Devalasmṛti, the remaining ones being the appropriate object to donate (deya), as well as the suitable time and place for the donation:97

Donor and recipient, trustworthiness and the object to be donated according to Dharma, as well as the [proper] place and time: people consider these to be the six components of gifts. (11) / One who is not afflicted by sins, who is devout to the Dharma, willing to donate, free from vices, pure, who earns his living through blameless actions: for [these] six [features] the donor is praised. (12) / A very pure Brahmin, who has little livelihood, is warmly compassionate, whose [five] organs of perception are intact, freed from sexual contaminations, [this] is taught [to be] the recipient. (13) / The joy [expressed] through a bright face and so on every time one sees supplicants, virtue and freedom from envy: in that case trustworthyness is celebrated. (14)

A proper Dharma gift thus consists of an unreciprocated donation of goods made by a trustful donor in favour of a virtuous Brahmin: Smṛti texts exhort the laity to piously donate to Brahmins throughout the length of their lives, offering not only material support but also devout veneration to the recipients of their gifts. In this way the Dharmaśāstra and the Purāṇas, along with the medieval digests collecting quotations from these texts (see chapter 3 for more details), participate in the competitive environment that characterized the religious scene of early and late medieval times. Different gifts, requiring different ritual routines, are classified on the basis of the different objects to be donated (deya). Here the Devalasmṛti proposes a classification based on the importance of said objects: food, milk, land, cows, and other precious items are classified as uttama, ‘excellent’ gifts; clothes and medicines are considered ‘middle-range’ (madhya); while all the rest are ‘unessential’ (adhama) gifts.98

It is exactly with regard to the object to donate and the way to donate it, on which the theory of the gift in the Dharmaśāstra tradition is based, that the gift of knowledge had partly been considered an exception. This opinion is voiced by Vijñāneśvara, the twelfth-century author of the famous commentary Mitākṣarā on the Yājñavalkyasmṛti. As the text he comments on does not mention the gift of knowledge, but only the ‘gift of the brahman’—which consists in the oral recitation of the Vedic texts and is actually presented as one of the foundations of the gift of knowledge intended as a gift of manuscripts (see § 3.2)—Vijñāneśvara remarks that such a gift only creates another property, without alienating one’s own.99 For when knowledge is only transmitted orally, the ownership of the donor does not cease. Even though this is true in cases where the gift of knowledge is only intended as an oral transmission of teachings, we will nonetheless show that the material element is indeed restored by medieval Purāṇas also in the case of the so-called ‘gift of the Veda’ (see §3.2). The gifts that do not envisage the cessation of the donor’s property fall into a specific category called utsarga, ‘relinquishment’, which also includes, for instance, works of public utility.100

Ritualized gifts cannot exclusively be regarded as means to secure royal patronage, nor as measures of economic welfare, although they undoubtedly fulfilled both functions. Nevertheless, they imply an ultramundane, salvific perspective, while at the same time having become one of the main fields of expression for medieval kingship. This is especially true in the case of those donations in which the donors can patently only be identified with monarchs, due to the sumptuosity and high cost of the ceremonies required for the performance, as well as their public nature. Examples of these public royal donations are the so-called ‘great gifts’ (mahādāna), which are the first category of ritual donations to be examined in the medieval treatises on dāna.101 The practice of the ‘great gifts’, which count sixteen ectypes according to a frequently quoted section of the Matsyapurāṇa,102 has been interpreted as one of the chief rituals of power legitimation for medieval Indian kingdoms: mentioned in epigraphs since the eighth century103 but described in earlier literature, these ritual donations sponsored by kings might have fulfilled, as has been argued, the same legitimizing function that Vedic literature attributed to bloodier rituals like the horse sacrifice.104

The gift of knowledge is explicitly called a mahādāna in the very beginning of the second chapter of the Śivadharmottara, the most important literary source on the topic of manuscript rituals in medieval India, which proclaims,105 ‘The gift of this [knowledge] is a great gift (mahādāna), the most excellent among all gifts’. In no place, however, does the text show awareness of the classification of the 16 great gifts of the Purāṇic tradition, and this definition of the Śivadharmottara remains an isolated case, since medieval digest-authors from the twelfth century onward (see chapter 3), all relying on the testimony of the Matsyapurāṇa for the treatment of the great gifts, not only do not consider the gift of knowledge a mahādāna, but also do not insert the gift of knowledge within a specific gift category. One exception is Hemādri, digest-writer of the thirteenth century, who inserts the gift of knowledge into a heterogeneous class called the ‘excellent gifts’ (atidāna), a choice that is replicated in the fifteenth century by Madanasiṃhadeva. These are said to correspond, according to a verse attributed to the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa,106 to (the gift of) ‘cows, earth, and knowledge’. Chapter 7 of the Dānakhaṇḍa of Hemādri is thus entirely devoted to detailing the gift of several kinds of cows and bulls, followed by the gift of land (bhūmidāna), while the final part of the chapter, starting at p. 511, is focused on the ‘excellent gift that is called the gift of knowledge’ (vidyādānākhyam atidānam). His predecessors had dealt with all these donations, but without considering them as part of a distinct category, whose ritual patterns seem to share no particular feature.

Although the mention of the great gift made by the Śivadharmottara with reference to the gift of knowledge might simply fulfill a eulogistic purpose, one must observe that the performance of a gift of knowledge in general, and the one described by the Śivadharmottara in particular, shares at least two of the key features of the definition of ‘great gifts’. The first and most obvious is the identity of the donor who, in the Śivadharmottara—and, as regards the literary sources on the gift of knowledge, only in the Śivadharmottara (see § 1.3 and chapter 2 for more details)—is unmistakably recognized as a king. The ceremony described in this text includes a series of public rituals that require the involvement of the inhabitants of the town and the kingdom, and some of these are to be performed by the king in person, or are said to be sponsored by him (see § 2.1). He is eventually the one who leads a procession carrying the manuscript to the Śaiva hermitage for it to be donated. The connection between the ritual use of the manuscripts and monarchical figures, already established in some of the Mahāyāna Sūtras, is thus noted as an essential element of the gift of knowledge by the Śivadharmottara.107 The second crucial element that qualifies the gift of knowledge as a great gift in the Purāṇic sense is probably less patent, but is still directly connected with the figure of the monarch. This aspect corresponds to the performance of the ‘great appeasement’ rite (mahāśānti) for the king and his kingdom immediately following the donation of the manuscript, almost in order to seal the series of ritual activities that had formed the structure of the gift of knowledge. This is an aspect that features not only in the version of the ritual described by the Śivadharmottara, but it is shared by all the major literary sources on the gift of knowledge. ‘Appeasement’ (śānti), when intended as a ritual category, is an umbrella term that includes different kinds of apotropaic rites whose function was that of reversing omens and personal misfortunes (adbhuta or nimitta). As shown by Geslani, among others, in his studies on the topic,108 the development of specific ritualistic patterns labelled as śānti and focused on the appeasement of omens are especially connected with the literature of the school of the Atharvaveda from the first millennium BCE to the Middle Ages.109 These rituals kept evolving and were consistently attested in medieval literature that was no longer connected to the Atharvaveda school, such as the Purāṇas or the Bṛhatsaṃhitā; in these works, Geslani observes that the patterns of śānti rituals also tend to be subsumed under two important categories of kingship rituals, namely the royal consecrations (rājyābhiṣeka) and the great gifts.110

Reconstructing the century-long history of the appeasement rites, Geslani identifies specific hallmarks that, emerging with the Śāntikalpa, tend to remain constant throughout later attestations, and whose presence is actually required for some procedures to qualify as a mahāśānti; some of these traits can also be recognized in the Śivadharmottara’s terse description of the appeasement rite celebrated when the gift of knowledge reaches its climax. In the general paradigm of śānti rites, a central role is attributed both to the act of sprinkling the sponsor, or the object to be appeased, with specially empowered waters called ‘waters of appeasement’ (śāntyudaka), as well as to the recitation of Vedic mantras—which can be replaced by non-Vedic ones in Purāṇic literature—collectively called śāntigaṇas.111 The Śivadharmottara prescribes sprinkling the ‘water of appeasement’ (śāntitoya, 2.63) on the king’s forehead, and then on the people attending the ceremony. As for the chanting of Vedic mantras, the text makes no mention of this, but it proclaims instead that ‘for the sake of appeasement’ (śāntyarthaṃ, Śivadharmottara 2.61) a reciter has to read one chapter, which most likely corresponds to the sixth chapter of the Śivadharmaśāstra, the work to which the Śivadharmottara was connected (see § 1.3) and whose central chapter contains a long appeasement mantra (see §§ 2.1 and 2.5). That this chapter had actually been used in a liturgical function is confirmed both by its manuscript transmission and by historical records (see §§ 2.1 and 2.4). The practice of omen-reversal for the protection of the state, which in medieval religion had become one of the crucial elements of kingship—and, again, had also entered the realm of the main rituals of royalty—is thus also strictly connected with the rituals of manuscripts.

A key role in promoting the practice of appeasement rituals as one of the main services offered to the king was played by the ‘Appendices to the Atharvaveda’ (Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas), early medieval texts that also intimate knowledge of some of the Purāṇic great gifts, though not presenting a complete taxonomy.112 As is well known, these late Atharvanic works claim that the full monopoly over appeasement rites, seen as a key factor for the successful administration of the state, was held solely by the Atharvan priests, for whom promotion to the rank of royal chaplain (rājapurohita) was exclusively reserved.113 The relationship between the monarch and the religious officiants envisaged here is thus one of mutual exchange: the priests, who claimed for themselves the magic power to ward off all dangers to the kingdom by means of specific rituals, were necessary for the king just like the latter in his turn was necessary to them, due to his military and political power, as their sponsor and protector. Given the harsh rivalry for royal patronage that characterized medieval India, and the solid connection that the literature of the Atharvaveda had established between the practice of certain rites and the function of the royal chaplains, it is precisely in this arena that the Atharvans’ main competitors, the Śaivas, fought their battle by claiming the practice of those rituals of state protection for their officiants.114 Moreover, the incorporation of aspects of pre-tantric Śaivism115 into the Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas has been interpreted as a hint that the authors of these texts reacted by trying to adapt their practice to that of their rivals in order to make it more appealing for prospective sponsors.116 Based on the Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas, the Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira (early sixth century), and Purāṇic sources (mainly the Matsyapurāṇa and the Viṣṇudharmottara), Geslani deduces that the aggressive campaigning by the authors of the Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas (which he considers to be earlier than the Purāṇas under examination)117 to promote the category of śānti as the ‘paramount ritual of kingship’ resulted in the paradigm of the appeasement rites being subsumed under the non-Vedic rituals of kingship of the Purāṇas.118 With reference to the great gifts, he observes that, both in the Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas and in the Matsyapurāṇa, the rituals categorized as great gifts either had to include procedures derived from the ritual paradigm of the śānti, like the ritual bathing of the sponsor; or the preliminary ritual sequence called adhivāsana had to include the recitation of an ‘appeasing reading’ (śāntikādhyāya), which might have corresponded to Ṛgveda 7.35 or Atharvaveda 19.10–11.119 The Purāṇic mahādānas, according to this interpretation, show both the logic of expiation and that of appeasement at play.


While there is no clear indication of this expiatory function in the gift of knowledge of the Śivadharmottara, its prescription of a royal donation culminating in an appeasement rite performed by a Śaiva master—after the latter had received the manuscript of a Śaiva text directly from the king, and the reciter had chanted a śāntyadhyāya taken not from a Vedic text but from a Śaiva scripture—illustrates how the medieval growth of Śaivism undermined the Vedic liturgy (among others), thanks to the tight connection Śaivism had established with the institution of the monarchy.120 The rise to powerful patronage called for the necessity of adapting ritual practices and overcoming the might of other traditions’ mantras. In the case of the gift of knowledge, not only were the Vedic mantras replaced by Śaiva ones; we also see a new focus on the materiality of the word, on the protective function that the manuscripts of the scriptures would serve for the king and the whole kingdom. The textual parallels between chapter 2 of the Śivadharmottara, on the gift of knowledge, and Atharvavedapariśiṣṭa 19B, on the ‘sacrifice of the brahman’ (brahmayāga), add one more element to the interrelationship between the two traditions (see Appendix 2).

Another area in which medieval non-Vedic sources show contamination by the appeasement rites of the late Vedic tradition is that of the royal consecrations, like the rājyābhiṣeka described in the Viṣṇudharmottara, or the ‘bath of prosperity’ (puṣyasnāna) of the Bṛhatsaṃhitā.121 The connection with Vedic apotropaic rituals is detectable in the first part of the royal consecration of the Viṣṇudharmottara, based on the main ectype of the great appeasement presented in the Atharvavedic Śāntikalpa, and prescribing the same mantras as the Vedic rājasūya.122 However, even the second part of this procedure, the one considered more ‘Purāṇic’, in fact reveals connections with the Atharvan materials, as it is based on the ‘bath of prosperity’ of the Bṛhatsaṃhitā, which in turn is connected to the ‘consecration of prosperity’ (puṣyābhiṣeka) of the Atharvavedapariśiṣṭas, a simpler form of the royal consecration.123 Chapter 2.22 of the Viṣṇudharmottara contains a famous consecratory mantra, the use of which must refer to the main phase of the royal consecration described in the previous chapters. There it replaced the use of the Vedic mantras attested for the earlier Vedic royal consecration. Whether and how all this is connected with the rituals of manuscript donation and manuscript worship is a question that can only be answered by diverting our attention from the texts to the manuscripts. The manuscripts can help determine whether the association between rituals on the gifting and worship of manuscripts and rituals of kingship extend even further than what the Śivadharmottara suggests when it frames the gift of knowledge as a royal mahādāna, and thus provides it with the main features that rituals of this class were expected to be endowed with. There might be proof—although the evidence so far remains scanty—that a relationship between manuscript worship and the royal consecration (such as the one described by the Viṣṇudharmottara) also existed. Again, the sources also seem to point to the appeasing and protective functions, rooted in the Atharvanic rituals, that have formed the basis for these Purāṇic rites.

The manuscripts I refer to belong to a small, heterogeneous group preserved at the National Archives of Kathmandu, all of which bear the title ‘gift of manuscripts’ (pustakadāna) or ‘procedures for the gift of manuscripts’ (pustakadānavidhi); this is sometimes just one of the multiple titles available.124 The information that these late manuscripts give about the procedures for the gift of manuscripts rely in most cases on quotations from Purāṇas; in one case (NGMCP E 78/1), the manuscript reproduces one of the prose sections on the gift of manuscripts available in the Dānakriyākaumudī of Govindānanda (sixteenth century; see § 3.1), while another (NGMCP E 132–37) reproduces the whole chapter on the gift of manuscripts by the same author. The small dimensions of these manuscripts (with only one exception),125 both as regards the dimensions of the page and the total number of folios, their technical contents, and their format—they come in the rather handy shape of a concertina or a booklet—make it feasible that they were conceived as objects for personal use, maybe even to be used for rituals. One of these manuscripts, the already mentioned NGMCPE 132–37, stands out from the group in the peculiarities connected to the texts it transmits and their layout. The manuscript is a paper concertina, and contains the same quotations on the gift of manuscripts given by Govindānanda, namely from the Nandipurāṇa, the Harivaṃśa, and the Kāśikhaṇḍa of the Skandapurāṇa (see § 3.1), accompanied by the short prose commentary of the author. Furthermore, it is relevant that the first two pages, corresponding to fols. 1v and 2r, contain the beginning of the famous consecration mantra of Viṣṇudharmottara 2.22, used during the consecration of the king and introduced here by the caption ‘Then, the consecration’ (tato ’bhiṣekaḥ). That this text is not to be conceived separately from the following ones on the gift of manuscripts is highlighted by their special layout: starting from fol. 2r, the text of the Viṣṇudharmottara’s consecration mantra runs on the margins of the folios, while from fol. 2v the centre of the page is occupied by Purāṇic excerpts in praise of the gift of manuscripts.

Not enough evidence is available to draw any firm conclusion from this; nevertheless, by taking the testimony of the literary sources together with this material evidence, one may at least propose some working hypotheses to help better assess the phenomenon of the use of manuscripts as a ritual focus in the Hindu traditions. First, the Śivadharmottara sees the gift of knowledge as a royal ritual, and we have already examined the connections between the Purāṇic great gifts and the Atharvanic apotropaic rituals intended for the benefit of the kings. While the other Purāṇas describing the gift of knowledge do not envisage any functions for monarchs, the presence of appeasement procedures is a constant feature in all sources. The small, recent manuscripts on the pustakadāna from Nepal, a place where the Śivadharmottara and the corpus it belongs to had thrived,126 seem to point not only at the popularity of the practice, but also at a possible ritual use of the Purāṇic texts, among which however the Śivadharmottara itself is never quoted —probably due to the stronger Śaiva sectarianism of the ritual described by this text in comparison to the versions proposed by other Purāṇas. Moreover, the association with the consecratory mantra of the Viṣṇudharmottara, a Purāṇa whose ties to royal power have repeatedly been stressed,127 brings us back to the connection with royal rituals and apotropaic consecrations that the Śivadha-rmottara had already suggested. Besides this, the function of the Viṣṇudharmottara’s consecratory mantra, running on the margins of the pages, is unclear: whether the layout suggests that this mantra had to be chanted during the pustakadāna, or vice versa—that a ritual manuscript donation and worship had to take place on the occasions when this mantra was used—the only possible conclusion is that those who produced and used this manuscript also understood a link between both performances.

At this point, it will be clear to the reader that among the extensive array of Sanskrit literature written for the laity, the single most important source for the topics under investigation is the Śivadharmottara. There are several factors that justify the importance attributed to the account of the Śivadharmottara in a study on the non-Buddhist ‘cult of the book’. First of all, this work seems to attribute a high relevance to the gift of knowledge and, in general, to instructions on how to correctly deal with the manuscripts of scriptures: the entire second chapter of the Śivadharmottara, consisting of 193 anuṣṭubh verses to which the abundant manuscript tradition appended the title ‘Chapter on the Gift of Knowledge’ (Vidyādānādhyāya), is entirely devoted to the description of the various possible understandings of this practice. Moreover, chapter 6 gives prescriptions encouraging respectful behaviour towards manuscripts along with the necessity of worshipping the manuscripts whenever they are used, accompanied by a list of punishments for those who do not follow these principles; chapter 12, which is the last chapter of the work, dedicates forty of its final stanzas to the public performance of ritual manuscript readings, again mentioning the gift of knowledge. Manuscripts of the Śivadharmottara moreover seem to confirm that the rituals described in this text were in fact put into practice for the manuscripts of the text themselves (see § 2.5).

The internal relevance that the Śivadharmottara assigns to the gift of knowledge is related, on the one hand, to the clear political sense in which this ceremony is conceived, on which we have already commented; and, on the other hand, to the salvific function attributed to knowledge, in this case intended as gnosis. The political dimension of this ritual is not only highlighted by the direct request for the involvement of the monarch in the worship and donation of the manuscripts, but also by the other activities that the text includes under the label of ‘gift of knowledge’, namely the patronage offered to the monastic community, the public recitation of texts, and the sponsoring of teaching activities in general. In anticipation of the great rewards awaiting the donors in their next lives, the royal sponsorship is somehow reciprocated by the Śaiva masters with the performance of a ritual of great appeasement (mahāśānti) for the king and his kingdom. In the intentions of the Śivadharmottara authors, the ritualization of the use of manuscripts was far from being just a legitimizing strategy to extoll the status of scriptures through worship, as the cult and donation of knowledge were deeply embedded in the dynamics of the Śaiva community, namely between initiated and lay followers, amid a historical background that could be that of the seventh century,128 a formative period for Śaiva literature and the threshold of the Śaiva Age.129 On the other hand, the ‘fivefold sacrifice of knowledge’ (pañcaprakāraṃ jñānayajñaṃ), a notion that overlaps with that of the ‘yoga of knowledge’ (jñānayoga), treated in chapters 3 and 10, is strongly connected to the topic of the donation of knowledge. The Śivadharmottara univocally attributes to this yoga of knowledge the power of emancipation from the endless transmigration of saṃsāra. The connection between these three notions—the gift of knowledge, the sacrifice of knowledge, and the yoga of knowledge—is all but straightforward, especially as far as the link between the former and the last two is concerned; at the same time, it is undeniable that there is ultimately a connection, which explains the salvific power at times ascribed to the practice of the gift of knowledge by the Vidyādānādhyāya (see § 1.3). This also inevitably calls to mind the early Vedic notion of the ‘five great sacrifices’ (pañcamahāyajña), of which the Śivadharmottara’s ‘fivefold sacrifice of knowledge’ seems to be a re-adaptation owing in part to the developments that this notion had undergone in the Dharmaśāstra and the epics. In this respect, the Śivadharmottara is in agreement with the medieval digest-writers, who more explicitly link the gift of knowledge to the Vedic ‘sacrifice of the brahman’ (brahmayajña), one of the five great sacrifices (see § 3.2).

Besides the exhaustiveness and internal relevance the Śivadharmottara affords to the topic of the gift of knowledge, and overall to the ritualization of practices involving the handling of manuscripts, a further factor accounting for the centrality of this work in a study of the medieval cult of the manuscript is the popularity enjoyed by this text, testified by the wide dissemination and abundance of its manuscript tradition, spreading from Nepal to Tamil Nadu and counting, according to a rough estimate, about 85 specimens.130 This popularity is moreover confirmed by indirect tradition, given that the Śivadharmottara has been silently reused and expressly quoted by a variety of works across India, ranging from medieval Purāṇas to early modern ritual manuals. The Vidyādānādhyāya of the Śivadharmottara had a significant influence, for instance, on chapter 91 of the Devīpurāṇa, containing a description of the gift of knowledge that shows patent textual reuse of the Śivadharmottara, which is also the source for the Devīpurāṇa’s chapters 127 and 128 (see Appendix 2 and §§ 1.3, 2.1 and 2.5). The borrowings traceable in chapter 91 are remarkable in the history of the gift of knowledge since, while the Śivadharmottara was rarely quoted by medieval digest-writers (nibandhakāras) on Dharma, and not at all concerning the gift of knowledge,131 the Devīpurāṇa has on the contrary been quoted more extensively on a variety of subjects, including that of the gift of knowledge.132 The most important medieval digest-writers, Lakṣmīdhara, who wrote the Kṛtyakalpataru in twelfth-century Uttar Pradesh, and Hemādri (thirteenth century), author of the Caturvargacintāmaṇi and active in Maharashtra (amply discussed below; see chapter 3), are examples. In the chapters on the gift of knowledge that they insert in the respective sections on gifting in their works, they each quote about 50 stanzas from Devīpurāṇa 91, and many of the quoted stanzas can ultimately be traced back to Śivadharmottara’s Vidyādānādhyāya.

The exposition of the gift of knowledge in Śivadharmottara’s chapter 2, reflected almost literally (though partially) in the Devīpurāṇa, follows a pattern that is also attested in those Purāṇas that do not show any direct textual borrowings from the Śivadharmottara. However, their descriptions can be associated with the Vidyādānādhyāya due to a shared terminology and a common structure and sequence for ritual activities. This applies, for instance, to the now lost Nandipurāṇa, which is by far the single most quoted source among the medieval digestwriters; the more than 120 stanzas that this Purāṇa dedicates to the gift of knowledge also makes for the longest extant full passage from this text, whose position in the religious history of early medieval India is difficult to assess because of the paucity of its attestations. Furthemore, there are shorter and less influential Purāṇic accounts of ceremonies that are either called the ‘gift of knowledge’ or that in some form resemble the gift of knowledge described in the major sources, such as that of Agnipurāṇa 1.63—which actually belongs to a set of chapters likely borrowed from the Hayaśīrṣapāñcarātra (see § 4.2)—or the Bhaviṣyottarapurāṇa, which is quoted in the twelfth century by Aparārka in his commentary on the Yājñavalkyasmṛti. The similarity of these minor testimonies to the Śivadharmottara in terms of lexical choices and ritual performance is also striking, as it points to a shared background of ritual practice and complex textual interplay.

‘Manuscript of Śiva’ (śivapustaka) or ‘manuscript of Śaiva knowledge’ (śivajñānapustaka) are some of the expressions with which the Śivadharmottara denotes the manuscript that is the focus of the ritual activities described in detail in chapter 2; these titles denote Śiva not only as the author of the teachings contained in the texts (see § 2.5), but also as the final recipient of the manuscript. Such a phrase includes the Śivadharmottara and Śaiva scriptures in general; it is also attested in the Devīpurāṇa, another major source on the topic, which uses the same expression in 91.53 to refer to the manuscript during the gift of knowledge, and in fact attributes the knowledge revealed in its own text to Śiva, who is also the main deity whose cult is recommended in the few surviving fragments of the Nandipurāṇa. The textual sources for the study of the gift of knowledge and the use of manuscripts as ritual foci in the Hindu tradition are therefore primarily ‘books of Śiva’, as it is in the Śaiva cultural world that these practices gain importance in the context of the definition of scriptural authority.

Significant portions from Śivadharmottara’s chapter 2, as well as from the rest of the work, are reused in later tantric works, like the Haracaritacintāmaṇi (‘Thought-Gem of the Destroyer’s Adventures’), by thirteenth-century Kashmiri author Jayadratha (see § 1.3 and Appendix 2); at the same time, the many literal borrowings from the Śivadharmottara’s Vidyādānādhyāya traceable in the Śaiva Siddhānta scripture Uttarakāmika contributed to the construction of what we can consider the tantric version of the Purāṇic gift of knowledge, namely the ritual of the ‘installation of the throne of knowledge’ (vidyāpīṭhapratiṣṭhā; see chapter 4). Śaiva ritual manuals and compendia from the sixteenth century, like the Kriyāsāra by Nīlakaṇṭhaśivācārya—many parallels of which are traceable in the Śivārcanācandrikā by Appayya Dīkṣita—or the Ātmārthapūjāpaddhati by Vedajñānaguru II also base their prescriptions concerning the worship and installation of the throne of knowledge on the testimony of the Uttarakāmika and the Śivadharmottara, which Vedajñāna quotes alongside tantric scriptures (§ 4.3).

The Śivadharmottara, moreover, reflecting the views of lay Śaiva worshippers of Lakulīśvara (see § 1.3), must have been influential among the Kālamukhas, a Śaiva sect associated with the cult of Lakulīśvara and mainly attested in epigraphs from the Deccan and modern-day Karnataka. Among these documents, inscriptional evidence from the area attests the practice of vidyādāna and, in one case, confirms that the Śivadharmottara was known and was the source for their prescriptions on the gift of knowledge (see § 2.4). The influence that the Śivadharmottara had in the textual construction and dissemination of the knowledge of rituals that focused to varying degrees on the worship of manuscripts is therefore wide-ranging in terms of the geographical, chronological, and typological distribution of the texts involved. This qualifies the early Śaiva work as a key source of information on the growth and diversification of the cult of the manuscript in Hindu medieval traditions, offering an appropriate perspective to observe the common patterns of this cult along with the peculiarities that emerged in various contexts.

1.3The ‘Books of Śiva’

The title Śivadharmottara suggests that this text was ideally conceived as a ‘continuation’ (uttara), an ‘expansion’ or ‘further development’ of a work on ‘Śaiva Religious Rules’ (śivadharma). This deduction is borne out by fact, as a work called Śivadharmaśāstra (‘Treatise of Śaiva Religious Norms’) is widely attested in the manuscript tradition, which in most cases associates it with the Śivadharmottara. These two works, which remain critically unpublished, are each divided into 12 chapters; they address an audience of non-initiated Śaivas, whose main religious duties are regarded to be the performance of worship rituals and the offering of material support—in the form of dāna—to the community of initiated teachers and yogins. When transmitted together in the same manuscript, the Śivadharmaśāstra always precedes the Śivadharmottara, which is a sign that, according to tradition, they form an established sequence. Their titles recall cases such as those of the Viṣṇudharma and the Viṣṇudharmottara, or the Sauradharma and the Sauradharmottara, conceived for the lay Vaiṣṇava and Saura followers, respectively. However, the Śivadharmottara does not openly portray itself as connected to the Śivadharmaśāstra, nor does it make any explicit reference to the work that is supposed to precede it. The text uses the word śivadharma, mostly in the plural, to refer more generically to teachings on Śaiva religion (like those contained in the two texts), not necessarily to refer to a specific work bearing that title.133 An example of this occurs immediately in the introductory stanzas of the Śivadharmottara, in which the contents of the text are summarized in the form of questions that the sage Agasti asks Skanda; the response to these requests provides occasion for the exposition of the Śivadharmottara:134

O Bhagavān, [just] by seeing you a good rebirth [comes to pass] even for a man of the lowest caste. Once he then falls from Heaven, he is reborn as a Brahmin for seven lives. (3) / Since, o Lord, you have compassion towards all beings, therefore tell me concisely the Dharma that is beneficial to all. (4) / People say that many kinds of religious norms (dharmas) have been taught by the god to the goddess, and they have all been heard by you. For this reason, I ask you: (5) / What are the main religious rules of the Śaivas (śivadharmas), and which are the features of Śiva’s speech? By which procedure is Śiva satisfied when he is worshipped in the liṅga? (6) / Moreover, it is said that the gift of knowledge is the supreme among all gifts; and it has been described in the Revelation (śruti) for no others than the best among the twice-borns: (7) / By means of what ritual procedure is this meritorious act brought about for all castes? And [divided into] how many [different] kinds has this unsurpassable gift of knowledge to be known?135 (8) / By means of what meritorious actions done in this world do the householders, [who have] afterwards [become] inhabitants of Heaven, once they are born in the people’s world, perform the yoga of Śaṅkara? (9) / The sacrifice of action, the sacrifice of askesis, the self-study of the Vedas, meditation, and the sacrifice of knowledge: these are known as the five great sacrifices. (10) / And among these five great sacrifices, which one is remembered as the best?136 And which are the features of the fruit [obtained] by gifting to those who rejoice in these five practices?137 (11) / And how many distinctions between Dharma and Adharma are known? Of how many kinds are the paths for their realization, and which ones are characterized by them (scil. Dharma and Adharma)?138 (12) / What are the marks of the people who inhabit heaven and hell [and] who have come again to earth, arising from the remnants of the sacrifice?139 (13) / How do the body-owners free themselves from the terrible ocean of saṃsāra, mixed with the waves of Dharma and Adharma, abundant with the foam which is the anguish [experienced] by the embryos and so on?140 (14) / Thus impelled, Skanda, illustrator of all questions, [leader of] the great [Gaṇa’s] army, after having revered the Great Lord, expounded (15) / The Śivadharmottara, which bestows the fruit of Heaven and liberation, which saves from the flow of hells, which is the treatise taught by Īśvara. (16)

The title Śivadharmottara is thus directly traceable in the text; its teachings claim to descend straight from Śiva, by whom Skanda and Nandikeśvara, the expounders of the Śivadharmottara and the Śivadharmaśāstra respectively, had been instructed.141 This shallow frame narrative is parallel to that of the Śivadharmaśāstra, where we find Nandikeśvara disclosing the teachings of Śiva in response to the requests of the sage Sanatkumāra; the latter had asked Nandikeśvara for an easy, affordable set of teachings and rites that would allow common people to fulfill all their wishes. This corresponds to the ‘eternal Śivadharma’, which is contrasted with Vedic ritual. The latter is blamed for being expensive and ultimately unprofitable:142

O Bhagavān, knower of all doctrines, entirely devoted to the Śivadharma: all these [people] who gathered [here] desire to listen to the supreme doctrine. (6) / [Vedic] rituals, like the Agniṣṭoma, which need very expensive practices, [do] not abundantly [bestow] endless fruits, [though] requiring great labour and efforts. (7) / Since [these rituals] cannot be performed by twice-borns who are not wealthy, therefore do expound an easy means that is effective to realize all desires and obtain [all] goods, for the sake of all mortals: [this means is] the eternal Śivadharma. (8)

Similar notions are recalled in some verses from chapter 5 of the Śivadharmottara, in which the work is again mentioned by its title—yet this time in the slightly different variant of Śivadharmāgamottara—and the śivadharmas are once again said to be ‘manifold’ and classified into ‘endless branches’. These statements reveal a context in which the composition of similar texts for the laity, claiming direct descendance from the teaching of Śiva, was burgeoning, and stimulated reciprocal competition. Chapter 5’s description of the multiform śivadharmas that are all taught in the Śivadharmottara emphasises the importance of ritual (the karmayoga) as the core of the salvific path proposed by the text:143

Now, the teachings taught by Śiva in the further scripture on the Śaiva religious norms have to be known as manifold, and these are [classified] on the basis of the subdivision of the karmayoga. (1) / Devoid of the faults of violence, deprived of defilements and exertions, aimed at the welfare of all living beings, pure, very subtle, bestowing great fruits (2) / Divided into endless branches, solely grounded on the root that is Śiva, all [these], endowed with all the good qualities, are the eternal teachings of Śiva. (3) / Since they save from the harmful (aśiva) [and] are practiced by those who have cultivated [devotion to] Śiva (=the propitious), therefore [these] are remembered as the teachings of Śiva, which save from the ocean of transmigration. (4) / The avoidance of violence, patience, truthfulness, modesty, trustworthyness, control over the senses, munificence, ritual offerings, recitation of mantras, meditation: [this is] the tool to realize Dharma, divided into 10 parts (5).

The religion promoted by the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara is thus mainly a religion of bhukti (‘enjoyment’), in which devotees strive to secure a very long afterlife in one of the celestial worlds, after which those who have generated the utmost merits can be reborn on Earth as powerful kings or wise Brahmins.144 Only in a future rebirth will they have the opportunity to become initiated, and will thus attain final emancipation (mukti) from the cycle of existence (saṃsāra). The main pillar of this worldly religion is the worship of Śiva in his aniconic representation of the liṅga—although the use of iconic forms is also well attested145 —and in the performance of gifts (dāna), either to support the community of initiated Śaiva yogins and teachers (ācārya), or in favour of other lay followers. The cult of the liṅga receives particular emphasis in the Śivadharmaśāstra, which dedicates chapters 3 to 5 and 7 to 9 to this topic.146 As we have observed in the preceding paragraph, the sixth chapter of the text is notably dedicated to a long mantra for the performance of appeasement rites.147 The śivayogins, practicing a form of sixfold yoga (ṣaḍaṅgayoga),148 are regarded as the utmost religious figures. Both the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara prove their connection with the Śaivism of the Atimārga in more than one respect,149 by referring to practices connected with Pāśupata Śaivism—see for instance the activities and features of the yogin described in chapter 12 of the Śivadharmaśāstra,150 or the list of 40 holy places given in the same chapter151 —and to the cult of Lakulīśvara. Devotion towards the latter is especially relevant in the Śivadharmottara, which gives prescriptions for the installation of the icon of the god precisely in the context of the gift of knowledge.152 Chapter 12 of the Śivadharmottara gives a brief depiction of the social order envisaged by the text by listing different categories of proper donees and connecting them with the extraordinary rewards reserved for their beneficiaries in the afterlife. Here the text establishes a hierarchy of recipients that starts with the arthin (a ‘supplicant’) and culminates in two figures: the Pāśupata, ‘follower of Pāśupati’, and the Mahāvratadhara, ‘holder of the greater observance’. These two are at the top of the classical Brahmanical taxonomy of the four estates (āśrama), here revisited through the use of Śaiva terminology:153

The one who would feed with faith the unmarried Śaiva student (śivabrahmacārin), once established in the town of Śiva he will have fun with divine enjoyments. (203) / The wise man who would feed one who is established as householder according to the Śaiva [doctrine on] the estates, he will reside in the town of Śiva, having fun with abundant enjoyments. (204) / The one who should worship the forest-dweller of the Śaiva [doctrine on] the estates, by means of tubers, roots, and so on, once established in the town of the Lord he will attain divine enjoyments. (205) / Having fed and worshipped with devotion [even just] one Pāśupata, he will rejoice in the world of Śiva with various great enjoyments. (206) / One who would give alms [even just] once to a Mahāvratadhara, he will be extolled in the world of Śiva among great, beautiful enjoyments. (207)

The nouns denoting the first three estates of the orthodox Brahmanical society as they are portrayed in post-Vedic Smṛti literature—the unmarried student (brahmacārin), the householder (gṛhastha), and the forest-dweller (vanaprastha)—are modified here by adding the adjective ‘Śaiva’ to their usual names. The fourth stage of life, which in traditional Brahmanical sources corresponds to the renunciant (samnyāsin), seems to bifurcate into two categories, the Pāśupata and the Mahāvratadhara. The text appears to suggest that both are the recipients of alms, but does not give any clues as to whether they are intended as two separate figures, or the ‘holder of the greater observance’ is understood here as a synonym for the Pāśupata. The Mahāvratadhara is the last among the categories of recipients mentioned in this paragraph, and therefore concludes the whole section. This reference conveys an important piece of information regarding the religious background against which the text was produced, thus providing a key for understanding the historical context of its practices.

Later non-Śaiva—though sometimes also Śaiva—sources resorted to the dichotomy between Pāśupatas and Mahāvratas (a synonym of Mahāvratadhara) to denote two distinct categories of non-tantric Śaiva observants:154 the Pāśupatas, which usually denotes what scholars have also called the ‘Pāñcārthika system’,155 and the Lākulas, whose observance is also referred to as the mahāvrata (the ‘greater observance’) in ancient sources; their scriptures, called pramāṇas, are now entirely lost.156 These two groups are also accounted for in the depiction of Atimārga Śaivism available in the Niśvāsamukha, the introductory section of the Niśvāsa: Sanderson points out that the Niśvāsamukha knows Atimārga Śaivism as divided into two kinds (dviprakāraḥ, 4.130),157 which are again the Pāñcarthika Pāśupata (whose tradition is called the atyāśramavrata, the ‘observance beyond the estates’, by the Niśvāsa) and the Lākulas, to whose observance the text refers by using the terms kapālavrata (‘vow of the skull’), lokātītavrāta (‘vow of those who have transcended the world’), mahāpāśupatavrata (‘great Pāśupata vow’), and mahāvrata. According to this view the Mahāvratas, identified with the Lākulas, are Pāśupata followers of Lakulīśa, just like the Pāñcārthikas.158 The characterization of the observance of Pāśupata initiates as ‘beyond the estates’ complies with the depiction given by the Śivadharmottara, in which the Pāśupatas occupy the position that traditional accounts in the Dharmaśāstra reserved for the renunciants, who were conceived as already having transcended the āśrama system. As for the ‘greater observance’ of the Lākulas, in tantric and Purāṇic sources this likely corresponded to the ‘vow of the skull’ (kapālavrata),159 whose main distinguishing attributes were the use of a human skull as an alms vessel, of a staff called khaṭvāṅga, as well as the association with impure substances and cremation grounds.160 Lākulas/Mahāvratas can also be identified with the Kālamukhas, || a denomination attested both in northern and southern sources; the name is used in reference to another Śaiva sect that was associated with the ‘greater observance’, which can arguably correspond to the Lākulas.161 This connection with the Kālamukhas is significant, as it is in Kālamukha environments that inscriptions from Karnataka exhibit their knowledge of the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara, as well as the practice of the gift of knowledge (see § 2.4).


The concept of the ‘greater observance’ was thus known to the authors of our texts, who themselves were worshippers of Lakulīśvara. On the other hand, from the information provided by the Śivadharmaśāstra, we know that the mahāvrata they intended was not the ‘vow of the skull’ of the initiated Lākulas, nor did it share anything with the homonymous observance adopted by the Somasiddhāntin, another less-known current of Atimārga Śaivism.162 Rather than being identified with the observance of the initiated Śaiva renunciant, the ‘greater observance’ of the Śivadharma has a secular, non-initiatic nature. For instance, the short chapter 9 of the Śivadharmaśāstra ends by declaring to have revealed163 ‘This best among religious observances, the secret greater observance (mahāvrata) consisting of [the worship of the] śivaliṅga. This has been told by me to you, who are a devotee, [but] may not be transmitted to anybody’. These teachings had already been depicted as ‘secret’ and ‘esoteric’ (guhya) at the beginning of the chapter,164 although the practice detailed here consists simply in the veneration of the liṅga. Moreover, this chapter does not seem to teach anything more esoteric than the rest of the text.165 By means of this ‘greater observance’ all the main categories of living beings are said to have reached their aim in life: the devotee can directly reach Śiva, the deities have obtained their divine nature, and ascetics have reached emancipation from saṃsāra.166 A proper definition of mahāvrata is given in chapter 11 of the Śivadharmaśāstra, which recalls the notion of the four life-stages of the Śaiva devotee (śivāśrama) that the Śivadharmottara sketches in stanzas 12.203–207. However, the classification known to the Śivadharmaśāstra is exposed less systematically than the one found in the Śivadharmottara. While the latter lists all the four stages together, and does so in accordance with a hierarchy corresponding to that of the Brahmanical tradition, the account of the Śivadharmaśāstra is less coherent, leaving a level of uncertainty as regards the correct distinction among the three figures—the chaste student, the forest-dweller, and the ascetic—who seem to mutually overlap in some respects. The main focus here is rather on the difference between the householder (gṛhastha) and the renunciant, identified with the chaste yogin who survives solely on forest products and alms, and is entirely devoted to the cult of Rudra (see above, fn. 150). Chapter 11 of the Śivadharmaśāstra defines the ‘greater observance’ in these terms:167

All those belonging to the stages of life have to be known as devoted to the meditation on Śiva, pacified, totally intent on the religious teachings of Śiva, devoted to Śiva, belonging to the Śaiva stages of life (46) / There are eight characteristics of the greater observance that have been taught by the Lord [and] have to be respected by the Śaiva devotees: this is the best among all observances, [since] here Dharma is accomplished. (47) / Devotion towards Śiva, constant patience, refrain from violence, equanimity towards everybody, contentedness, truthfulness, not stealing, chastity: this is the group of eight characteristics. (48)

The characteristics attributed to the mahāvrata by Śivadharmaśāstra 11 apply to the different stages in the life of a Śaiva devotee, and simply correspond to the adoption of good, respectful behaviour, henceforth not implying renuciation or the embracing of an ascetic life. In fact, the list seems to be written from the perspective of the lay householders who represent the target audience of the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara, which therefore propose a lay-oriented interpretation of a term that had been repeatedly associated with the hardship of a renunciant’s life both in non-Śaiva as well as Śaiva sources. Going back to the text of Śivadharmottara 12.203–207, we can therefore conclude that only the Pāśupata was mentioned as the proper renunciant in the outline of the four life-stages, while the figure of the ‘holder of the greater observance’, with which the whole list of recipients (starting at 12.184) culminates, epitomizes all the Śaiva devotees—those who follow the norms of the Śivadharma, regardless of their status and condition. The mention of the mahāvrata may betray the intention of aligning the users of these texts with the highest figure of religious observant in certain traditions, although the explanation of the term points to a more prosaic meaning.

As shown by the stanzas that Śivadharmottara 12 dedicates to the identification of the different recipients, that of dāna is a central topic in this literature. This is confirmed by the quantity of text that both the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara use to dictate the rules of gifting: the chapters containing instructions for this practice—and which in some cases are entirely devoted to it—are, in the Śivadharmaśāstra, chapters 5 (‘On the material substances of the worship of Śiva’, śivārcanadravyavidhi), 7 (‘On the rules for gifting’, dānadharma), 8 (‘On the fruits of the gift [addressed] to Śiva’, śivapradānaphala), and 12 (‘On the primary and secondary branches of the devotion towards Śiva’, śivabhaktyādyaśākhopaśākha); in the Śivadharmottara, chapters 2 (‘On the gift of knowledge’, vidyādāna), 4 (‘On the gift to the proper recipients’, satpātrapradāna), and 12 (‘On the procedures for the worship of Śiva’, śivārcanavidhi), although the topic is mentioned and instructions given in other parts of both texts. The gift of knowledge is thus once again conceived within the broader perspective of a practice that is on one hand the prime institution that regulates the financial relationships between lay sponsors and the community of initiates, while on the other hand being one of the means for accomplishing the worship of a deity, in this case Śiva. Both dimensions, the economic and the cultic one, are especially relevant for the gift of knowledge of the Śivadharmottara, because its construction hinges exactly on these two main presuppositions: devotion, as the manuscript and its recipients are worshipped ‘like Śiva’, earthly embodiments of the sovereign god (§ 2.1); and economic support as a consequence of that devotion, since the same people to whom the manuscript is donated become recipients of all the material objects whose donation is also regarded as a gift of knowledge (§2.4). The Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara build a theory of gifting that is overall identical to that of other Brahmanical sources,168 with the exception that they put a stronger emphasis on devotion to Śiva in the definition of a gift. Just as the case of the four life-estates (āśrama), which become the ‘Śaiva life estates’ (śivāśrama) in the Śivadharmaśāstra, so does the dāna become primarily a śivadāna. As the Śivadharmaśāstra puts it in its fourth chapter, this is śive dattam, namely a gift addressed to Śiva and conceived as an aspect of his worship:169

Among all recipients, the supreme one is Maheśvara, since [he] saves [devotees] from decay in the very deep ocean of Hell. (12) / And due to the greatness of this recipient, the gift becomes undecaying. Therefore, those who desire unmeasurable fruits always have to give to him. (13) / The gift to Śiva, the oblation, the prayer, the worship ceremonies, bali oblations and offerings: this will really bestow huge fruits, no doubt about it! (14)

As a consequence, the best human recipients are those who are identified with Śiva and whose cult is thus equivalent to his own, that is the Śaiva yogins (śivayogin); this is noted several times in the Śivadharmaśāstra and becomes a central issue in the Śivadharmottara. In order to express this, the Śivadharmottara refers to the best recipients of a gift either by simply designating them as śivayogins (see Śivadharmottara 4.2), or by identifying them with ‘those who take delight in the Śaiva knowledge’ (śivajñānābhiyukta; see Śivadharmottara 2.83), the ‘knowers of the meaning of the Śaiva knowledge’ (śivajñānārthavedin; see Śivadharmottara 4.3), and the like. Further, in the chapter on the gift of knowledge, these seemingly distinct categories of recipients—the yogins and the masters of Śaiva knowledge—are the only ones to whom this donation is addressed in all of its forms (see §§ 2.1 and 2.5). The reference to the mastery over knowledge may recall the figure of the teacher (guru), who is worshipped throughout chapter 2 and presides over most of the ritual activities that amount to the gift of manuscripts; at the same time, it is not clear whether the master is regarded as being clearly separated from the yogin, as the form of yoga promoted by the texts, besides being called ‘sixfold yoga’ (see above), is also denoted as a jñānayoga, here better intended as the ‘method of knowledge’, after which both chapters 3 and 10 of the Śivadharmottara are named. This ambiguity is also evoked when the Śivadharmaśāstra describes the proper ‘Śaiva recipient’ (śivapātra) as threefold:170 ‘The one who is a śivayogin, a holder of the Śaiva knowledge (śivajñānin) and devoted to the Śivadharma (śivadharmarata): thus has to be known this threefold characteristic of the Śaiva recipient.’ In spite of the simplicity of this description, it remains unclear whether this stanza describes the śivayogin alone, or gives a brief outline of the three layers of the Śaiva community: the lay devotee at the base, then the teacher (ācārya), ‘holder of Śaiva knowledge’, and on top the yogin, who also epitomizes the first two figures. The passage from Śivadharmottara chapter 12, on the several recipients all culminating in the Pāśupata, considered both simple devotees and renunciants as suitable recipients of gifts. The centrality of ‘Śaiva knowledge’ (śivajñāna) becomes prominent in the Śivadharmottara’s chapter on the gift of knowledge for defining not only the prime recipients of this gift, but also the object to donate and worship, which is mostly denoted simply as ‘Śaiva knowledge’ (śivajñāna/śivavidyā; see § 2.5). During the rite, the lay devotees attend and sponsor the ritual activities, whereas teachers (ācārya) supervise the ceremony, are worshipped several times together with the manuscript and eventually receive the Śaiva knowledge, embodied in the manuscript, when this is donated to the ‘Śaiva hermitage’ (śivāśrama). Throughout the chapter, teachers and śivayogins are furthermore designated as the addressees of the various donations that overall qualify as gifts of knowledge (see § 2.4).

The Śivadharmottara devotes the whole of the fourth chapter to praising the donation addressed to the śivayogins and those who are experts of the Śaiva knowledge, both by remarking on the meritoriousness of this act and by stressing the identity of these recipients with Śiva. This expedient is used to justify why only a gift made to them corresponds to a gift made to Śiva: the underlying idea is that the yogins should meditate on Śiva when receiving or enjoying the gift, so that it will automatically result in a donation to the god. Therefore, in the case of a gift of food (annadāna), the Śivadharmottara maintains,171 ‘If the yogin eats food while uninterruptedly meditating upon Śiva, then this food will be eaten directly by Śiva’. The second part of the chapter is dedicated to describing the unfit recipient (apātra), while the conclusion stresses the importance of trustworthiness in compliance with the principles of the Brahmanical gift:172 ‘It has to be known that the group of four [elements] that start with the proper recipient is based on trustworthiness.’

It comes as no surprise that the Brahmanical tradition regards the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara as orthodox texts. The fact that the Purāṇas habitually include a Śivadharma in the canon of the eighteen Upapurāṇas (lit. ‘Minor Purāṇas’),173 and mention these texts in association with traditional literature, such as the epics and the Purāṇas themselves, is proof thereof. For instance, the list available in Kūrmapurāṇa 1.1.16–20, often quoted in later digest-authors, states:174 ‘The fourth [Upapurāṇa], whose title is Śivadharma, was recited by Nandīśa in person’, a possible reference to Nandikeśvara, the original expounder of the Śivadharmaśāstra, whose colophons often describe it as having been ‘taught by Nandikeśvara’ (nandikeśvaraprokta).175 Śivadharmas, in the plural, are furthermore mentioned by the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa in a passage that associates them with Purāṇas and Itihāsas:176

The eighteen Purāṇas, as well as the Rāmayāṇa, the treatises like the Viṣṇudharma and the works of the Śivadharma, o Bhārata, and the fifth Veda of Kṛṣṇa that is known as Mahābhārata, and the Saura [scriptures] told by Manu, o great Lord, king of Dharma: for these the sages proclaim victory!

These verses are also quoted by the twelfth-century author Aparārka in his commentary on Yājñavalkyasmṛti 1.7,177 which mentions the crucial topic of dharmamūlatva, the condition of ‘being rooted in the Dharma’. Since only those texts that are recognized as such can be considered legitimate sources of religious duty, Aparārka here discusses the notion of authoritative scriptures, and disputes the validity of ‘Śaiva, Pāśupata, and Pāñcarātra scriptures’ (śaivapāśupatapāñcarātraśāstra). The Bhaviṣyapurāṇa quotation is introduced at a point where Aparārka prohibits the practice of rituals that are prescribed in non-Brahmanical sources, only allowing the version of these rites that is available in Brahmanical texts. With specific reference to the installation procedures, Aparārka introduces the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa quotation mentioning the Śivadharma by stating,178 ‘Thus, also regarding the ritual of installation (pratiṣṭhā), only the procedures expounded in the Purāṇas and similar [literature] have to be accepted, not others; for solely these [texts] have been ascertained in the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa as a means of knowledge regarding hybrid Dharma (vyāmiśradharma)’. Aparārka, however, admits that Brahmanical officiants might at times practice initiation according to the procedures explained in the Tantras, provided that this applies only to certain phases of the ritual, and that the officiants do not undergo Śaiva initiation.179 These concessions, along with the acknowledgement of a form of ‘mixed’ or ‘hybrid’ dharma (vyāmiśradharma), namely a contamination of Vedic practices by means of tantric elements,180 is the proof that such contamination between Vedic and tantric practices was unavoidable at that point.

The Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara enjoyed great popularity in Nepal, where they kindled the growth of a whole collection of analogous Śaiva works, probably on account of the success enjoyed by Śaivism from the seventh century onward in this region. These works are transmitted together in a large number of multiple-text manuscripts, among which are some very early and well preserved specimens.181 This circumstance has induced scholars to speak of a ‘Śivadharma corpus’, which includes the following titles, given here according to the most common arrangement in the multiple-text manuscripts:182 1. Śivadharmaśāstra; 2. Śivadharmottara; 3. Śivadharmasaṃgraha, ‘Compendium of Śaiva Religious Rules’; 4. Umāmaheśvarasaṃvāda, ‘Dialogue between Umā and the Great Lord’; 5. Uttarottaramahāsaṃvāda, ‘Great Dialogue [Made of] Questions and Answers’; 6. Śivopaniṣad, ‘Essential Teachings of Śiva’; 7. Vṛṣasārasaṃgraha, ‘Compendium on the Essence of the Bull [of Dharma]’; and 8. Dharmaputrikā, ‘Daughter of Dharma’. A ninth work called Lalitavistara is so far attested only in a Nepalese manuscript preserved in Calcutta at the Asiatic Society of Bengal, which according to the colophon183 is dated to NS 156 (1035–36 CE), thus being the earliest dated manuscript in the collection. The earliest manuscript so far identified in the bulk of the Śivadharma tradition could be dated to the late ninth century, but instead of transmitting the whole ‘corpus’ it contains only the Śivadharmottara;184 the earliest manuscript attesting this corpus of texts, though not in its definitive form, might be from no later than the tenth century.185 All these texts, claiming to derive their authority from Śiva himself, regulate the religious duties of the community of lay, non-initiated Śaivas; while the composition of the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara does not reveal traces of tantric influence, other texts of the Nepalese corpus clearly do.186 Tantric literature, however, never produced its own works for the laity, and presumably had to rely on the authority of the Śivadharma corpus for the religious practice of those who were not able to perform post-initiatory rites.187

The Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara are the only works of the corpus to also be attested in India, both in direct and in indirect tradition, which is evidence for the knowledge of these two texts in Kashmir, Bengal, and Tamil Nadu. This scenario could suggest that the transmission of the Śivadharmaśāstra and the Śivadharmottara bifurcated at an early stage: after being composed in India, possibly in the north, where centres of Atimārga Śaivism are well attested, they could have reached Nepal along the same paths that have recently been traced for the transmission of the Skandapurāṇa.188 This work, strongly connected with the Pāśupata environments of early medieval northern India, shares a similar background as the Śivadharma, as well as significant textual parallels with these texts.189 From northern India, the Skandapurāṇa manuscripts were brought to Nepal; Bakker identifies two main periods in medieval history when this could have happened, thanks to easier communication between northern India and Nepal induced by favourable political conditions. These periods are at the end of the seventh century, between 670 and 700 CE, when the later Guptas had re-established better relationships with the Licchavi of Nepal; and the eighth century, when the Pāla king Dharmapāla controlled a large part of eastern India.190 According to his reconstruction, resting on the philological analysis made by Yokochi, the two Indian hyperarchetypes191 of the Skandapurāṇa could have entered Nepal at these two distinct times in history, thus becoming the archetypes of the early Nepalese manuscripts of the text. Even though the work on the Śivadharma is still at an early stage,192 these considerations on the transmission of the Skandapurāṇa could be a starting point for an analogous study on the Śivadharmaśāstra and Śivadharmottara, whose composition in northern India and transmission to Nepal before the ninth century, when the earliest manuscript is attested, may have been favoured by the same political context referred to by Bakker.

Besides the general background of the work provided in the preceding pages, the specifics of the gift of knowledge described by the Vidyādānādhyāya of the Śivadharmottara must also be understood within the immediate context of the chapters preceding and following it. As already noted by Sanderson,193 the chapter immediately preceding the Vidyādānādhyāya contains frank injunctions on the conversion of the monarch to the Śivadharma, and thus makes an important premise to the ceremony described in chapter two. The exposition of the Śivadharmottara following Agasti’s questions starts in chapter 1 by extolling the virtues of trustworthiness (śraddhā), in this case understood as the faith constituting the essence of all Śaiva teachings and the only means through which Śiva can truly be attained.194 This introduces the topic of the infallibility of the speech of Śiva, which is considered trustworthy because the Lord is not affected by any defects, and as a consequence he cannot say anything but the truth.195 These teachings are ultimately condensed into the six-syllable mantra ‘oṃ namaḥ śivāya’, ‘Oṃ, praise to Śiva’, whose repetition is said to replace the knowledge of all treatises and the performance of all rites.196 These stanzas, along with others from the following chapters, have been borrowed and variously readapted by the thirteenth-century poetic work Haracaritacintāmaṇi in its chapter 30, which is presented as a small compendium of the Śivadharmottara and other sources.197 In fact, this text shares numerous stanzas with the early Śaiva work, either in the form of literal parallels or as faithful rewordings (see Appendix 2) in which the text of the Śivadharmottara is rearranged in order to convey slightly different contents.198
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