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Introduction 
 

    The Indian traditions on his subject are viewed today as legend rather than 
fact.Rāmāyaṇa ascribed to him relates that the basic metrical form of Sanskrit 
poetry, the śloka stanza ,was born spontaneously of vālmīki’s grief upon seeing a 
bird slain by a hunter. Tradition from the Mahābhārata and elsewhere credit 
Vyasa with performing the literary equivalent of the labours of Hercules. The 
editing of the vedas for transmission to the present era, and the composition of 
eighteen minor Purāṇas, as well as the vyāsasmṛiti, the Vedānta- sutra,  and a 
commentary on the Yoga -Sūtras of the Patanjali. The form and style of classical 
Sanskrit literature  as a rule  different from that of the Vedas. Vedic Prose was 
developed in the Yajur-Veda, Brahmanas, and Upanishads to a tolerably high 
pitchfrom in classical Sanskrit, aside from the strained scientific language of 
philosophical and grammatical treatises, Prose, writing is to be found only in 
fables ,fairy tales, romances and partly in the drama.Sanskrit poetry also differs 
from  Vedic Poetry . The bulk of the Poetry, especially the Epic, is composed in 
the Sloka meter, a development of the Vedic Anushtubh stanza of four 
octosyllabic lines of essentially iambic cadence.  
 

Modern Assumptions 
 

      Winternitz found in the inferior social rank of the sūtras a convenient 
explanation for the simple style and non-Pāṇinian grammatical irregularities of 
the epics. He argued that sūtras , as low-caste off spring of non-sanctioned  
marriages of kṣatriya males with socially superior Brāhmana females, might well 
have been denied access to the type of Sanskrit employed by the Brahmanas in 
the correct performance of their sacrificial rites. Moreover, the Vāyu Purāṇa 
informs us that the Sūtras were used to preserve the Pedigrees of Kings and great 
men and also the traditions of learning and books.1   
      Dasgupta himself suggests that one might better regard the poetry of both the 
epic and classical periods as direct development from the literature of the vedic 
period or at least from the time of composition of the early Upaniṣads.some of 
the early Upaniṣads like the katha,Muṇdaka and the Śvetāśvatara contain verses 
in the classical style.Indeed the style of the Mahābhārata and the Gitā may be 
regarded as the prolongation of the classical style which had already begun at the 
time of the Upaniṣads and his marginal notice reads “Direct evolution of the 
Classical style from the Vedic literature”. 
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Yet even if we concede that Kālidāsa and the 
Rāmāyaṇa call for equal efforts of the will to 
suspend disbelief, it still does not seem to me that 
incidents involving divine or semi-divine characters 
or superhuman feats or even animals with human 
characteristics are so rare in ancient literature that 
their presence in two places could be thought to 
establish continuity, much less a ‘direct evolution’ 
 

The Case for a Pre-Aśvaghaṣan Kāvya Literature 
 

   Although there may well have been a fully-
developed Kāvya literature before Aśvaghoṣa’s 
time, a fair amount of the evidence which had been 
adduced to support his conclusion now appears less 
convincing than it did when A.B.Keith wrote his 
Histroy of Sanskrit Literature.The primary difficulty 
of course is that nothing of a pre-Aśvaghoṣan Kāvya 
Literature has been recovered and literary historians 
have consequently been forced to fall back on 
references to such Kāvya to be found in works 
thought to aṇtedate Aśvaghoṣa.  
    The Eleventh century A.D and later have come 
reference to Pāṇini as a distinguished composer of 
verses in the Upajāti metere and as the author of a 
mahākāvya, Jānbavatī-Vījaya and another name for 
the first work.The problem with these reference is 
that they are very late , fully a millennium and a half 
after Pāṇini;s estimated era, and we do not know 
today whether these few , brief reference from a 
much later time were based upon reliable evidence 
then available , or were simply passing on a 
mistaken tradition.  
     Returning to pataňjali, we find that he mentions a 
Vāraruca kāvya and names three ākhyāyikās, but 
describes them no further. He also remarks upon the 
practice of talking poetic license , saying chandravot 
kavayah kurvanti.2  But the one aspect of Pataňjali’s 
Mahābhāṣya which has proved the most intriguing 
to literary historians, A.B.Keith and S.K.De is some 
forty citations which through ofted fragmentary , 
betray an unmistakable kāvya treatment of lyric, 
epic, panegyric and gnomic themes.Mahābhāṣya 
offers convincing evidence for the existence of a 
kāvya literature before Aśvaghosa’s period.  
      Yet the whole argument from the Mahābhāṣya 
in so far as it bears upon a pre-Aśvoghoṣan kāvya 
literature hangs on the traditionally accepted date of 

the second century B.C for Pataňjali’s and this date 
has been challenged since 1930. Given the reputed 
antiquity of the text, A.B.Keith declared that the 
sūtras suggest a period of transition in which the 
authors of the  erotic lyric were trying experiment 
after experiment in metrical effect. But , as with the 
Mahābhāṣya, more recent critics have questioned 
the date of the Chandahsūtra, or  at least the portion 
dealing with non-Vedic metres.  
      Max-Muller was one of the early scholars to 
believe that he had discerned another, less hieratical 
inspitration in some hymns than that which gave rise 
to those of a purely religious sort which dominate 
the Ṛgveda.He, draws our attention to the 103rd 
hymns of the 7th Maṇdala, attributed to the ṛṣi 
Vasiṣṭha.Muller declares the hymns to be clearly a 
satire on the priest and it is curious to observe that 
the same anima should have been chosen by the 
vedic satirist to represent the priests, which by the 
earliest satirist of Grease was selected as the 
representative of the Homeric heroes.3  
       Muller felt that this hymn belonged to an 
imitative reflecting and criticizing age , and that 
there seems thus to be little room for doubt, If we 
consider the character of this and similar hymns , 
that we must take a distinction between two periods  
in the history of Vedic poetry, the one primitive , the 
other secondary.4 
       By way of summarizing this whole search for 
secular literature antecedent to Aśvoghoṣa’s 
surprisingly sophisticated kāvyas, we must note in 
the beginning that a number of what seemed 
promising lines of research have proved to be 
chimerical .For now it would seem acceptable to 
follow tradition and turn to the Rāmāyaṇa for the 
earlist kāvya. 
 

Classical Sanskrit Literature 
 

     The famous poet and playwright Kālidāsa wrote 
one epic Raghuvamsha.it was written in classical 
rather  than Epic Sanskrit.Other examples of works 
written in classical Sanskrit include the Pānini’s 
Ashtadhyayi which standardized the grammar and 
phonetics of Classical Sanskrit.The Law of Manu is 
an important text in Hinduism.Classical literature of 
india written in the Sanskrit language . 
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     It may be divided into the Vedic Period 1500-200 
B.C,When the Vedic form of Sanskrit was in use, 
and the Sanskrit Period 200 B.C To 1100 A.D, when 
classical Sanskrit had developed from 
Vedic.Notwithstanding the chronological continuity 
of indian writing, the spirit of Sanskrit period 
literature differs greatly from that of the Vedic 
Period.The chief distintion between the two is that 
Vedic literature, consisting the Vedas, Brahmanas, 
and Upanishad’s is essentially religious ,whereas 
classical Sanskrit literature is, with rare exceptions, 
secular.In the Vedas the lyric and legendary forms 
are in the service of prayer, or Exposition of the 
ritual in Sanskrit epics such as the Mahabharata and 
the Ramayana ,didactic. lyric and dramatic forms 
have been developed far beyond their earlier state 
for more purely literary, aesthetic or moral purposes. 
      In Sanskrit literature, moreover with the 
exception of the Mahabharata and the Puranas, the 
authors are generally definite persons more or less 
well known, whereas the writing of the Vedic Period 
go back either to families of poets or to religious 
schools.   
 

Literature in Ancient India  
 

    The earliest known work of the Aryans in india 
was the Ṛg veda whch is a collection of 1028 hymns 
in vedic Sanskrit.Most of the hymns are in praise of 
different Vedic deities and were intended for 
recitation at the Yajnas or sacrifices. Many of them 
are beautiful description of nature. The Rig veda 
was followed by three more Vedas-Yajur Veda 
which gives direction for the Performance of th 
Yajna , the Sama Veda which prescribes the tunes 
for the recitation of the hymns of the Rig veda . 
 

Buddhist Opinions 
 

      Hindu texts which also attack Brāhmaṇical 
Pretensions.Lastly, these texts illustrate the style in 
which polemics flourished on a level which did not 
require of their audience an expertise in nyāya-
śāstra. Aśvaghoṣa apparently felt that it might be 
viewed as a curious phenomenon that he as a 
Buddhist monk should have recourse to the 
seductive charms of the mahākāvya in order to 
preach his religion.Yet hr apparently felt mankind 
was for the most part too obsessed with the persuit 

of mundane pleasure to heed straightaway the 
Buddhist call to a life of renunciation. 
Therefore, at the very end of his saundarananda , an 
entertaining tale of a reluctant conversion to the 
monastic life, Aśvoghoṣa reveals that his true 
purpose has been to bring men to the peace of 
liberation, rather than merely to provide them 
entertainment. 
 

Brāhmaṇical Consciences 
 

     Before taking up the matter of the Vajrasūcī and 
Aśvaghoṣa’s disputed authorship of it, it seems 
appropriate to provide some background to the anti-
Brāhmaṇism which marks this and a fair number of 
other Buddhist and Jaina texts.The first mention of a 
division of society into classesknown as Brāhmaṇas, 
Kṣatriyas, Vaiśyas and Śūdras occurs in a late hymn 
of the Ṛgveda known as the ‘Puruṣa- Sūkta’.Those 
who argue for a relatively open and flexible class 
structure in Vedic times draw our attention to the 
silence of the Ṛgveda, despite its great length , in 
defining the rights, duties, privileges and other 
matters constituting codes of conduct for each class 
which so mark the later Smṛti literature. 
     Various occupations which suit members of 
distinct classes in later times are seen in the Ṛgveda 
to be engaged in by members of a single family 
.Lastly, it is noted that inter-dining and inter-
marriage were a common practice then.5 Kṣatriyas 
and Vaiśyas were entitled to progressively more 
limited education a śūdras was entitled to none. 
Moreover, women were consigned to an abysmal 
status.6    
     Max-muller;s explanation of the Buddha’s 
success. It was sufficient that one men should  
challenge the authority of the Brāhmaṇas and preach 
among the scorned and degraded creatures of god 
the simple truth that salvation was possible without 
the mediation f priests, and without a belief in books 
to which these very priests had given the title of 
revelation.7 Although any number of verses in Epic 
Pre-Classical Sanskrit literature glorify Brāhmaṇas 
and Brāhmaṇahood.8  
 

The Authorship of the Vajrasūcī 
 

     Winternitz finds confirmation of this tradition in 
the abundant allusion to Brāhmaṇical legends and 
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 epic narratives” in Asvaghosa’s Buddhacarita and 
Saundarananda.Johnston also notes that Aśvaghoṣa 
twice stresses the descent of the Śākya clan of the 
Buddha from the Ikṣvāku dynasty and further notes 
that Aśvaghosa displayed expertise in a wide range 
of Brāhmanical lore, including the Vedas and other 
ritual texts.9  In all likelihood , an adaptation of the 
original text by Dharmakīrti. A suggestion first 
made by Sylvain Levi in the Journal Asiatique in 
1908.10 Tibetan Tanjur as being among the works of 
Aśvoghoṣa, Mukhopadhyaya notes that neither the 
Saundarananda nor the Śāriputra- prakaraṇa both 
widely accepted as works of Aśvaghoṣa are 
mentioned in either of these chinese or Tibetan 
sources.11  
 

Sūtrālankāra 
 

     The controversy surrounding the fragmentary 
sūtrālankāra and its ascription to Aśvaghoṣa has 
been alluded to above.The text mentions the 
Rāmāyaṇa, the Mahābhārata, the Sānkhya and 
Vaiśeṣika syestems, jaina doctrines and the 
Manusmṛiti in the same way that  the Vajrasūcī used 
such texts to criticize Brāhmaṇical elitism , so does 
the Sūtrālankāra , but in the context of moral tales 
similar to those of the Jātaka and Avadāna  
collections and told in an ornate Kāvya Style. 
 

Reflection in the Pali Literature 
 

     Now that we have considered a Buddhist attack 
upon Brāhmaṇical social thought as represented by 
the Sanskrit Vajrasūcī it might be useful to take note 
of two of several parallels which occur in the Pali 
Literature. The two pali text to be examined in this 
connection are the Soṇadaṇda-Sutta and the 
Dhammapada. Like the Vajrasūcī, both texts 
address themselves to the definition of 
Characteristics of the true Brāhmana.Soṇadaṇda, 
apparently still anxious to maintain his status in the 
Brāhmaṇical community, explains in some details to 
the Buddha his intention not to pay him the public 
veneration due to him.12   
     Winternitz noted that more than half of the total 
verses of the Dhammapada had been traced to othe 
texts in the pali cannon.13  Even more interesting 
with regard to tracing the original literary sources of 
these criticisms is winternitz;s statement that the 
collection has come to include some saying which 
were originally not Buddhist at all, but were drawn 

from that inexhaustible source of indian gnomic 
wisdom, from which they also found their way into 
Manu’s law-book, into the Mahābhārata, the texts of 
the Jains, and into narrative works such as the 
Paňcatantra.14 In noting the difficulty of determining 
where such saying first appeared, Winternitz adds 
that Brahmanical sources may occasionally be 
assumed. 
 

The Cittaviśuddhiprakaraṇam 
 

    The Brāhmanical notion of the removal of sin 
through the practice of ritual bathing in the river 
Gangā is ridiculed ina short Buddhist work called 
the Cittaviśuddhiprakaraṇam.The “Subject of the 
Purification about  mind”, at first attributed to the 
well-known philosopher of the third century A.D, 
Aryadeva.15   
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