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RUPERT SNELL

DEVOTION REWARDED: THE SUDAMA-CARIT OF NAROTTAMDAS

‘Be it a leaf of flower or fruit or water that a zealous soul may offer Me with
love’s devotion, that do I [willingly] accept, for it was love that made the
offering.” (Bhagavadgita 9.26; Bhagavata Purana X.81.4)1

The story of Sudama

In the North Indian vernacular traditions of Krsna- bhakti which have flourished since
the sixteenth-century renaissance led by Vallabha, Caitanya and their
contemporaries, devotional sentiment has been derived mostly from two aspects of
the Krsna myth: that of Krsna-gopal, with its emphasis on the pastoral elements of
Krsna’s childhood and adolescence, and that of Krsna as precocious lover, with a
gradually deified consort, Radha, coming increasingly to the fore. Both parts of the
myth cycle share the narrative and geographical location of Braj, interpreted as either
symbolic or actual location of Krsna’s sport according to the priorities of the
individual sectarian theology. The major part of Krsnaite literature produced by
sectarian and non-sectarian poets alike over the last five centuries has consequently
been concerned with two particular devotional attitudes: that of vatsalya, in which a
feeling of parental fondness provides the model for the devotee’s expression of his
love for the deity, and that of madhurya, in which the romantic and erotic nature of
Krsna’s love (for Radha, or earlier for the gopis) is portrayed in terms no less
comprehensible to the human psyche. Yet these two are of course not the only
sentiments admitted as legitimate: also recognised are the servile sentiment dasya,
the pacific §anfa, and the bond of intimate friendship, the sakhya. This last is
exemplified nowhere more fully than in the story of the indigent Brahmin, known to

1 Bhagavadgita 9.26: pattram puspam phalam toyam yo me bhaktya prayacchati, tad
aham bhakty upahrtam a$nami prayat *atmanah. R.C.Zaehner, ed. and trans., The
Bhagavad Gita (London 1969), p.283; also Srimadbhagavatamahapurinam (Gorakhpur
n.d.), p.640.
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vemacular sources as Sudama or $riddma2 (and in South Indian tradition as Kucaila),
who is brought to a state of material grace after reunion with his childhood friend
Krsna. This story is unusual amongst the myths of popular Krsnaism not only in
its retailing of sakhya bhakti, but also in its narrative context, for here Krsna lives
neither in the bucolic cow-pastures of Braj nor its idealized romantic groves, but
rather in the palace of his kingdom Dwarka, where he is accompanied by his consort
Rukmini.3

The Sudama story or Sudama-carit ranks as one of the most popular myths to be
developed by the vernacular poets from a Bhagavata Purana (BhP) origin. In
Gujarat, the composition of Sudama poems has been promoted by the existence of a
cult dedicated to the eponymous hero and having its shrine in Porbandar, the place
identified by local tradition as Sudama’s home village;* in the Panjab, many Hindi
versions of the story were written under court patronage, the rags-to-riches theme
alluding indirectly but diplomatically to the munificence of the patron.5 Elsewhere,
even if not underwritten by cultic activity or royal patronage, the story stands as the
perfect example of the intervention of god’s grace, to be cited in the same terms as
Visnu’s rescuing of Ajamila, Draupadi and others from their various apparently
insuperable difficulties. If the more familiar episodes and motifs of bhakti narrative
may seem, borrowing Dorothy Parker’s phrase, to run the entire gamut of emotions
from A to B, the Sudama myth is characterized by a fresh vivacity, and its
continuing popularity must owe something to the relative novelty of its story-line.
The aim of this paper is to examine the way in which the story is told in the pre-
eminent Hindi version, that of the Brajbhasa poet Narottamdas.

2 The name ‘Sudama’ has the literal sense of ‘giving well, bestowing abundantly,
bountiful’; Vedic references apply mostly to Indra, sometimes with passive sense as
would fit well in the present context. ‘Sridima’ can clearly have approximately the

same meaning. Distinct characters with the names ‘Sudima’ and ‘Sridama’ respectively
appear elsewhere in the Puranic literature as childhood friends of Krsna.

3 Among the 106 Iilas — traditional dramas based on the Krsna myths — listed in Norvin
Hein, The miracle plays of Mathura (New Haven 1972), only the so-called Sudama lila
has its action outside Braj.

4 F.Mallison, ‘Saint Sudama of Gujarat: should the holy be wealthy?’ in Journal of the
Oriental Institute Vol. XXIX, Nos.1-2 (Sept.-Dec.1979) pp.90-99; and ‘The cult of
Sudiama in Porbandar-Sudamapurt’, ibid., Nos.3-4 (March-June 1980), pp.216-223.

5 Manmohan Sahgal, Pamjab mem racit sudama-carit kavya (Dethi 1978), p.12.
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The Bhagavata Purana myth

The myth occupies chapters 80-81 of the tenth book of the BhP. The colophon
dubs the protagonist as Sridaman, but the text itself is silent on the question of his
name. In the following summary of the BhP narrative, the name Sudama is
borrowed from the vernacular versions, for convenience.

Chapter 80. Sudama, a Brahmin friend of Krsna and a penurious
householder, lived an uncomplaining life of poverty with his wife, subsisting
on whatever came his way; though clothed in rags and emaciated from
hunger, he was free from desires and had complete control over his senses.
His wife reminded him many times of his friendship with Krsna, now ruling
in Dwarka, and suggested that he visit him in order to dispel his poverty:
Krsna is after all a friend to Brahmins and compassionate to all his devotees.
Enthused at the prospect of darsana of his friend, Sudama travelled to
Dwarka, taking with him a small gift of parched rice (prthuka) wrapped in a
scrap of cloth. He crossed the three checkposts of guards and the ramparts
which surrounded the city, and entered the most splendid of the palaces of
Krsna’s sixteen thousand queens. He was warmly received by Krsna, who
personally washed his guest’s feet and then sprinkled the washing water on
his own head. Rukmini waved a chowrie over Sudama’s head while Krsna
worshipped him with lamps and incense, offering him betel and the
Brahmin’s prerogative of the gift of a cow. Krsna’s queens marvelled at this
welcome, while he and Sudama reminisced about their childhood days.

There follows a long monologue in which Krsna extolls the importance of the guru,
and of himself as both supreme guru and ‘inner controller’ (antaryamin). As an
illustration of proper gratitude to the guru he recalls a childhood adventure in which
Sudama offered him friendly support when both were lost in a storm during the
period of their residence at the ashram of their guru Sandipani. Krsna blesses his
friend with the wish that all his desires be fulfilled; Sudama shows that he realises
Krsna’s stay in the house of his guru to have been ‘a wonderful imitation of the
ways of the world’.
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Chapter 81. His powers as antaryamin® enabling Krsna to realise that
Sudama has a gift for him, he reminded his friend that any offering, however
mean, is valued if made with devotion. Krsna realised that Sudama, who
was too abashed to present his humble gift, did not himself desire material
wealth but had made this visit at the wish of his virtuous wife: he resolved
to reward this selflessness. Krsna seized the parcel of rice and ate a handful
with enthusiasm; but he was prevented from eating more by Rukmini, who
insisted that a single handful had already ensured Sudama’s future prosperity.
Royally feasted, Sudama returned home the following morning, full of
grateful wonder at Krsna’s exhibition of grace (which he attributed to his
caste status as a Brahmin) and yet somewhat disconcerted at not having
received any long-term improvement in his own economic circumstances.
He consoled himself with the thought that Krsna’s withholding of material
reward had doubtless been inspired by a compassionate desire not to turn a
pauper’s head. Pondering thus, Sudama reached his home, only to find it
metamorphosed into a resplendent palace peopled by god-like attendants; his
wife too was translated into a damsel of celestial beauty, and Sudama was
quick to attribute this reversal of lifelong misfortune to the grace of his lord
Krsna, to whom he payed immediate homage. He was not, however, greatly
attached to his new wealth, and was in any case soon granted the higher and
more enduring reward of residence in Krsna’s paradise Vaikuntha.

The rhetoric of the Bhagavata Purana version

Thus far the BhP account, whose central teaching is, of course, the efficacy of
devotion to Krsna. The famous verse from the Bhagavadgita which heads this paper
is given a literal interpretation in the second of the two BhP chapters, in which
Sudama’s gift of rice is the central theme (and is so recognized by the colophon,
which dubs the chapter prthukopakhyana); indeed, this very verse is woven into the
fabric of the BhP text as line X.81.4, and it is not difficult to interpret the BhP
account as a parabolic expansion of that revered theme. A number of factors make

6  AsJ.S.Hawley has noted recently in seminar discussion, the term antaryamin when used
in bhakti contexts usually relates to Visnu/Krsna’s capacity of ‘knowing the human’s
heart’, rather than of ‘regulating the feelings’ in the Upanishadic sense.
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it plain that the Purana’s author/compiler is less concerned with the telling of a story
than with exploiting the opportunity for didactic elaboration. There is considerable
stress on the purity of Sudama’s motivation, the significance of his status as a
Brahmin, the gradual approach to the deity through successive physical barriers in
the shape of Dwarka’s three guard-posts? and the rewarding of piety; in particular,
there is the implicit praise of Sudima’s non-attachment — a feature which in terms
of Western expectations of the aesthetics of story-telling runs counter to the whole
logic of a tale whose dénouement is the receipt of fabulous material wealth. (Of
course it can also be argued that the identification of such a dénouement itself begs
the question, and that for the devotee it is the very existence of Krsna’s grace, and
not its material outcome, which provides the point of the story. But as we shall
see, such an interpretation becomes less comfortable in the context of the vernacular
versions, where Sudama’s material gains are celebrated less ambivalently.) Little is
made of the potential for dramatic tensions within the plot, and generally speaking
the stanzas which bear the thread of the narrative are less prominent than the more
numerous homiletic ones which are embroidered upon it. In particular, the account
of Sudama’s coming to Dwarka is characterized by a monumental matter-of-factness,
and the friends’ re-union, so central an event in the later vernacular versions, is
blandly reported with minimal anticipation in only the thirteenth stanza of the
narrative proper. Thus for the BhP the carita is merely a vehicle to be exploited for
didactic ends, and as such contrasts strongly in style and purpose with the vernacular
narrative as represented by Narottamdas.

7 The three successive gateways may symbolize the barriers which differentiate the
successive states of beatitude, namely silokya, samipya and sariipya (the fourth and final
stage, sayujya, is clearly not realizable in the present context). The conception of
concentric zones surrounding the deity is well established in Vaisnava metaphysics. In
the Krsna context, cf. the image of successive enclosures (dvarana) of the lotus
representing progressively finer aspects of Krsna’s nature, with pure prema as the
pericarp (cf. M.Corcoran, ‘Vrndavana in Vaisnava Braj literature’, Ph.D. thesis,
University of London 1980); and in the Rama context, cf. the Ramanandi conception of
the ‘hidden’ city of Janakpur as a seven-walled fortress with the abode of Sita at its
zenith (Richard Burghart, ‘The ritual circumambulation of Janakpur’, in Purusartha, 8
(1985), pp.121-147).
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Hindi versions of the Sudama-carit

A recently compiled list of Hindi versions of the Sudama-carit (SC) comprises 47
titles,8 and a study of six Hindi SC texts from the Panjab?® includes a further two not
mentioned in the first list. This number could certainly be extended by the addition
of recent versions, since the tradition continues in the present century.l® The
reasons put forward by W.D.P. Hill to explain the huge popularity of the Ramcarit-
manas in Northern India are equally valid, mutatis mutandis, for the vernacular SC
tradition:

The Ramacaritamanasa brought a simple and pure gospel — good news of
salvation — in homely and idiomatic vernacular straight home to the heart of
the average Hindu, oppressed by the prospect of perpetual rebirth and
depressed by the impossibility of the unlearned ever grasping the knowledge
of the Absolute demanded by the metaphysicians of the advaita school. The
poem not only presented an ideal of perfect chivalry, tenderness and love, but
promised final liberation in this evil age to the humblest outcaste if only he
would put his trust, with love and adoration, in the Name of Rama, the
Blessed Lord.1!

8 Siyaram Tivari, ed., Haldhardas krt sudama caritra, Patna (1966), pp.32-41.

9 Manmohan Sahgal, op.cit.

10 E.g. the poem Sudama by MaithiliSaran Gupta, in the collection Dvapara (Cirgamv, V.S.
2005, pp.197-214). This is a monologue by Sudami, addressed to his wife and
contemplating the possibility of the visit to Dwarka; Sudamai urges a stoical acceptance
of the state of poverty, which is merely an expression of Krsna’s maya, and stresses the
importance of maintaining svadharma. Though obviously written from a ‘modern’
point of view, and perhaps more self-consciously a literary work than the more robust
Brajbhisa versions, the poem frequently alludes to traditional versions of the story and
even, in the final verse, to the BhP text itself:

kintu milimga kaise usse riktapani, kalyani,
de na sakegi Subhasis bhi meri gadgad vani.
tadapi janta hai vah ji ki bahut car caval hi.
meri bhet alpa kya usko patra-puspa-phal-jal hi?
11 'W. Douglas P. Hill, The holy lake of the acts of Rama, Bombay (Oxford 1971), p.xix.



The Sudama-Carit of Narottamdas 179

A major Hindi version of the SC is that by Haldhardas, a chronogram12 in whose
text yields AD 1565 as its date of composition. This SC is written in Brajbhasa,
though its language shows some Eastern features consistent with its author’s origin
in the Muzaffarpur district of Bihar. It is a relatively long version (361 chappays,
with five introductory dohas and six concluding ullals), and in terms of its narrative
scope and rhetorical style is a very much more ambitious work than that of
Narottamdas discussed below. Its editor Siyaram Tivari claims it to be the first such
version of the Sudama story in Hindi,!3 though given the uncertainty surrounding
the date of Narottamdas’s floruit this hypothesis remains unproven. While widely
acknowledged as an important work, Haldhardas’s SC has nothing like the popular
currency of Narottamdas’s. Its allusive style, incorporating as it does many and
lengthy references to the broader contexts of Krsnaite and Vaisnava mythology,
allies it more closely to its puranic antecedent than to the more eloquently narrative
style of its chief vernacular rival. Even its editor and apologist feels constrained to
remark that certain passages, such as the long initial debate between Sudama and his
wife, tend to pall after a number of stanzas, and there is no relief to hand in the shape
of metrical variety: one feels that the poet has overburdened his narrative. Certain
supplementary episodes, such as that in which Krsna takes Visvakarma, the ‘king of
artisans’ (Silparaj), to convert Sudama’s hovel and “fill it with the riches of the three
worlds’ (the episode includes a lengthy dialogue between Krsna and Sudama’s wife,
awoken by the nocturnal visit of these divine philanthropists), contribute more to
the length of the story than to its interest, and threaten the nice balance of dramatic
irony which is so masterfully employed by Narottamdas. By and large, Haldhardas
is more at home in the realm of rhetorical description and poetic allusion than in that
of story-telling, which demands a skilful use of dramatic tension.

Among other well-known Hindi Sudama poems is the short, workmanlike text in
caupai metre attributed to Nanddas, sometimes alleged to be part of a complete
dasam-skandha no longer extant. This text works steadily and methodically through
the various episodes of the story, incorporating many effective poetic graces but

12 brahma sahasa rasa bebisata kusumakara sudi pamcadasa;
sampiirana pothi bani dina uddharana prema rasa.
(Siyaram Tivari, op.cit.,, p.114.)
13 Ibid., p.32.
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with a minimum of descriptive elaboration. When Sudama arrives at Krsna’s palace
he is kept waiting since this is not ‘Krsna’s time’14 — an allusion, perhaps, to the
practice of asfayam seva (the daily programme of temple ritual in which the darsan
times of the deity are tightly controlled) current in the Vallabha sampraday to which
the poet is said to have belonged. Like the other vernacular versions discussed here,
this SC skips briefly over the journey to Dwarka, but on the return journey Sudama
is again made to wonder whether he has not mistakenly returned to Krsna’s city; the
sharing of this conceit with Narottamdas suggests a common source, though in his
direct references to the title dasam-skandha and to king Pariksita, and in Sudama’s
philosophical acceptance of Krsna’s (apparent) withholding of material reward, we
see perhaps a more direct reflexion of the BhP exemplar.

Mention should also be made of another popular SC text, that found in the Sir-
sagar. Twenty-two pads'S in the tenth book of this voluminous work present the
story in a more or less serial fashion, the last stanza being a synopsis from the point
at which Sudama arrives in Dwarka. The varying quality of these verses suggests
that they may represent different stages of accretion to the text (which has yet to be
published in a critical edition).

Narottamdas’s Sudama-carit

The SC poem attributed to the sixteenth century Brajbhasa poet Narottamdas is the
version normally granted priority of place in the Hindi literary tradition, and ranks
highly among the relatively small number of pre-modern texts to have a widespread
popularity in the present day. However, virtually nothing is known about
Narottamdas. The conjectured dates of his birth and his floruit vary, though we can
surmise that he was born sometime in the first half of the sixteenth century AD. A
tradition relayed by the SC editor Vi§vanath Prasad Misral6 that Narottamdas was a
Kanyakubja Brahmin from Bari (Sitapur district, U.P.} is widely cited but never
substantiated. Had he been an important figure in some sectarian tradition, such

14 samaya syama kom nahina abahim; rokaim rahata pauriya sabahim. Brajratandas, ed.,
Nanddas granthavali, 2nd ed., (Varanasi 1957).

15 Nand Dulare Vajpeyi, ed., Siirsagar [Part II], 5th ed. (Varanasi 1976), pp.557-561. The
stanza numbers are 4842-4863.

16 Vigvanath Prasad Misra, ed., Narottamdas, (Varanasi 1974).
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biographical lacuna would no doubt have been efficiently filled by the prolific
sectarian hagiographers; but such is not the case, and all that remains of him is his
tiny poetic corpus. This consists of the SC itself, and a fragmentary Dhruv-carit in
28 stanzas; a general consistency of style and metre between the two texts lends
some weight to the claim that they are by the same hand, though the matter remains
uncertain.

Narottamdas’s short SC khandakavya, comprising just 120 stanzas in the Nagari
Pracarini Sabha edition!7 (to which all citations in this paper refer), appears to be the
model for many of the later derivative versions, and also provides a substantial
proportion of the stage text for dramatic performance of this story in the raslila
tradition of Braj.18 In terms of its poetic quality, its devotional import, and not least
the construction of its narrative, Narottamdas’s text fully deserves its traditional
reputation as a small masterpiece. The following assessment of the text contrasts it
with the BhP version and postulates the reasons behind its continuing popularity.

The 120 stanzas of the text are written in a variety of metres — couplets (doha
and sortha), kavitt, savaiya and a single kundaliya. The metrical sequence is not
random but follows a clear narrative design: after an opening pair of sorthas which
economically dispatch the more or less statutory panegyric of Gane$ and the
formulaic apostrophe to hari caritra, the story proper begins in doha metre.
Throughout the text, the doha is resorted to whenever it is time to press on with the
narrative events of the tale, while a change to savaiya or kavitt heralds a descriptive
or eulogistic expansion of some kind, these quatrains typically comprising a
rhapsodic, aria-like elaboration on a motif or theme already introduced in the more
literal couplet-bound storyline sections. This technique is well exemplified at the
very beginning of the narrative. The first two dohdas quickly introduce the sorry
plight and abject poverty of Sudama and his wife (for ease of reference she may here

17 Opit

18 Raslila texts are often published in pamphlet form; they typically comprise compilations
of pads and other stanzas by various hands, usually including such well-known poets as
Sirdas, and sometimes linked in a narrative sequence by short passages of modern
Brajbhasa prose dialogue. In a Sudama Iila published by Baba Tulsidas (Vrindavan, n.d.),
stanzas from Narottam’s SC feature very prominently.
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be dubbed Susila, following the later tradition);!9 the third has Sudama tell his wife
of his friendship with Krsna, while the fourth and fifth comprise a brief exchange in
which Su§ila’s eulogy of Krsna’s ability to remove poverty is countered by
Sudima’s insistence that a ritually prescribed pursuit of bhakti is all that matters;
the next stanza is an alliterative kavitt, in which Sudima’s wife launches into a
descriptive encomium of Krsna as Lord of Dwarka. The single example of kundaliya
metre also has its own structural function, as will be shown below. Narottamdas’s
sophisticated exploitation of his five metres is in marked contrast to the usage
familiar from many contemporaneous texts, in which a change of metrical type
brings stylistic variety but rarely has much significance in terms of structure.

There now follows one of the most fetching sections of the narrative, as in an
extended dialogue of fifteen savaiya and kavilt stanzas (SC 9-23), Susila and Sudama
hammer out their respective arguments for and against the proposed visit to Dwarka.
Pleading her case with increasing tenacity, Susila tries a succession of arguments
against her stubborn husband: Krsna is merciful-to-the-poor (dindayal); there is no
other hope of relief from their constant miserable state of poverty; she does not seek
wealth, but simply some clothing and a decent roof over their heads. Sudama
counters with his own brahmanical reasoning: the Brahmin finds no shame in living
on alms, and has no business with the activities by which Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and
Shudras make their livelihood; finding her unconvinced, he moves to a less lofty
argument with a better chance of convincing the superstitious, and says that there is
in any case no undoing of the works of fate. Cunningly shifting her ground towards
scriptural territory which no Brahmin could easily ignore, she cites the cases of
Prahlad, Draupadi and the elephant, all of whom were saved by divine grace; Sudama
then turns to the practical problems of visiting Krsna and paints an awesome picture
of the majesty of the Dwarka court, peopled by kings and divine beings and fully

19 Narottam does not himself use this (or any other) name, which however becomes more
or less standard in the derivative Hindi versions. Its use no doubt derives from some
adjectival context such as the doha in which Narottam introduces Sudama’s wife:

taki gharani patibratd gahem beda ki iti;

subudhi susila sulajja ati patiseva som priti. [4]
Unusually, the Nagari Pracarini Sabha text takes another of these adjectives as the basis
for a personal name, and dubs Sudama’s wife ‘Subuddhi’ in colophons.



The Sudama-Carit of Narottamdas 183

beyond her limited imagination. How could a pauper gain admission there? Su$ila
is ready with a theologically unimpeachable reply: Krsna is antarjami and will, by
definition, immediately perceive Sudama’s plight. Apparently running out of
substantive arguments, Sudama clutches at this last point and says that as Krsna
already resides in his heart then it is as well to carry on living as he has thus far:
after all, to what avail a king’s ransom if one has no love for the lord of Braj?

Thus far the dialogue has been couched in savaiyametre. The rhetoric of Indian
oral disputation often features a sudden switch from a vigorous attack to an almost
pitying, coaxing tone in which the issue is spelled out in insultingly simple terms for
the benefit of the slow-witted opponent. This is surely in the mind of Narottamdas
here as he abandons the lilting rhythm of the savaiya and puts a kavitt (SC 18), with
its more flatly measured syllabic stress, into the mouth of the Brahmin’s wife. Once
more she points out their desperate straits, citing tattered clothes, a bedraggled
thatched roof, and gods and ancestors dissatisfied through lack of proper offerings.
What is the reason for his sloth and peculiar behaviour? ‘To what avail’ (she
mockingly takes up Sudama’s own expression from the previous stanza)?0 is
Krsna’s friendship if their lives pass by in poverty? He replies in like kind that
friendship is indeed a thing to be fostered, but that it is not something to be exploited
in times of trouble. Su$ila lays out four reasons why Krsna will welcome Sudama:
he is merciful to all his devotees; he has a special compassion for the wretched; he is
especially devoted to Brahmins; and there is the additional connexion of a childhood
friendship. Will he not then feel a hundred-fold love at hearing Sudama’s name, and
a thousand-fold love on being visited by him? After a final exchange (now in
savaiyd metre once more), Sudama finally gives in, but not without taking his wife
to task for her persistent nagging:

‘Go to Dwarka! Go to Dwarka!” So you harp on all the day!
Great will be your disappointment if I don’t do as you say.
You just look at my condition — how’ll I go to Dwarka, pray?

20 SC17d (savaiya):
Jau brajaraja som priti nahim kehi kaja suresana ki thakurai
SC 18d (kavitta):
Jjau pai bhari janma au daridra hi lalata likhau, kauna kaja ihai krpanidhi ki mitraf.
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Krsna’s pikemen guard his gates, and even kings can find no way;
Not four grains of rice have I, with which I might my offering pay.2!

This conversation between Sudama and his wife has a convincing realism, the
two protagonists being drawn as palpably true-to-life characters: Sufila is subtle and
devious, constantly shifting her ground and bringing new arguments into play, while
Sudama’s cautious adherence to the status quo is accompanied by that somehow
endearing mood of grouchiness, easily dissolved by humour, which is so familiar
from Sudamas of present-day India. While the reader or audience of the text follows
the twists and turns of the dialogue with interest, there can be no doubt as to its
inexorable outcome: the naive Brahmin is easily outdone by his cunning wife, and
nothing he says can hope to offer more than momentary impediment to the progress
of her argument. In the BhP version of this episode, Sudama’s wife is more or less
a stooge, with the limited function of rehearsing the certain benefits of Sudama’s
visit to Krsna; there is no actual discussion between husband and wife, let alone any
portrayal of character or analysis of motivations. For the BhP, it is enough that the
Brahmin’s poverty (and his wife’s pious faithfulness) be spelled out: since both of
them are mere narrative ciphers, and the narrative itself is of secondary interest to
the didactic aspect of the story, nothing is to be gained by endowing them with
personality — or, for that matter, by giving them names. Narottamdas’s purpose,
at once to promote devotional sentiment and to tell a good tale, is served by
providing the maximum possible number of points of reference through which his
audience can sympathize with the human qualities and failings of his characters.
From the point of view of narrative structure, he is also concerned to postpone the
grand reunion scene which follows Sudama’s arrival in Dwarka.

After this domestic exchange, the narrative accelerates in crisp dohas; Susila
cooks a little rice borrowed from a neighbour and gives it to Sudama, who ties it in
his scarf and sets off with an invocation to Gane$. For three days he travels, living
on alms, then one night while sleeping on the bank of a river he comes to the

21 sca23:
dvarika jahu ji dvarika ji athahu jama yahai jaka tere;
Jjau na kaha kariyai tau baro dukha jaiyai kaham apani gati here.
dvara khare chariya prabhu ke taham bhipati jana na pavata nere;
pamca supari tau dekhu bicarikai bheta kaum cari na aksata mere.
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attention of the anfarjami Krsna, who transports him magically to the bank of the
river Gomti (not the famous tributary of the Ganges which flows through Lucknow,
but a modest creek in Kathiawar having Dwarka on its bank). Through this simple
device of, as it were, “beaming up’ Sudama, Narottamdas achieves a double purpose:
he gives a preview of Krsna’s redemptory powers and simultaneously advances the
narrative without subjecting the reader to an extended account of the rigours of
Sudama’s journey. As generally in Hindu narrative, the opportunities for travelogue
which find such favour in Islamic traditions and elsewhere are passed over here: in
the context of pilgrimage, it is the arrival and not the journey which matters. Thus
the trek to Dwarka never finds favour as a narrative episode in the SC tradition, but
the fact that Narottamdas does include at least this brief but skilful device is evidence
of his concern to sustain the flow of the narrative. In SC 29 we find Sudama
approaching the city of Dwarka, at the sight of which ‘the helpless one found his
protector’ (bhae anatha sanatha).

Sudama’s arrival at Dwarka: the reunion scene

The splendours of Dwarka call for a change to the relative prolixity of kavitt metre;
but only a single stanza is dedicated to the description of the Brahmin’s welcome in
this city, where all the people seem as pacific as deities. Back to dohas for an
account of how Sudama is led to Krsna’s palace, where he declares himself to the
courteous gatckeeper as Sudama, of the Pandey clan, one-time friend of Krsna. If
comparatively little seems to be made of the potential for elaborate description here,
the reason soon becomes clear, for we are approaching the pivotal episode in which
the reunion of the two friends is finally achieved. The dramatic account of Sudama’s
arrival is put into the mouth of the doorkeeper, who introduces Sudama to the court
in splendidly ironic ignorance of the significance of his bemused and condescending
words (SC 35):

sisa paga na jhagd tane mem prabhu janai ko ahi basai kehi grama;
dhoti phafi au lati dupati nahim yana nahim panahina ki sama.
dvara khare dvija durbala dekhikai caumki rahe basudha abhirama;
piichata dinadayala ko dvara batavata apano nama sudaima??

22 v.p.Misra, op.cit., p.6.
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Since this stanza’s message depends largely on its medium, literal adherence to the
original?3 may be sacrificed for a loose but thyming rendering:

His head bears no turban, his body no tunic,
God knows who he is or from which place he came;
His dhoti is torn and his mantle is tattered,
The journey has rendered his naked feet lame.
He stands at the doorway, a feeble-limbed Brahmin,
Perplexed at this vision of glory and fame;
He asks for the house of the friend-of-the-wretched,
And meekly declares as ‘Sudama’ his name.

The banality of this English rendering belies the rhetorical sophistication of
Narottamdas’s stanza, in which the savaiya’s characteristic AAAA rhyme scheme is
exploited to build up a dramatic crescendo culminating in the revelation to Krsna of
the true identity of his destitute visitor, held in suspension until the very end of the
stanza.?4 Even the rhyme-words themselves (grama ‘village’ >panahina ki sama
‘material for shoes’ > abhirama ‘lovely’ >Sudama ‘bounteous giver’) may be said to
show a narrative significance, the progression retracing in little the changing
fortunes of the hero. Narottamdas plays on his audience’s anticipation of the actual
moment of realization and reunion, extracting every last ounce of dramatic irony
from the way in which the revelation of the Brahmin’s identity is accomplished; the
picture of Sudama is assembled gradually, as the door-keeper describes first his
physical appearance, then his plight and his caste status, then his mission, finally
revealing his name. The collocation prabhu janai in the first line allows an effective
double entendre, for although the primary meaning probably intends prabhu as a
vocative, it can also be read as the nominative subject of janai, ‘the Lord knows/may
know [the identity of Sudama]’ — which of course he does, being omniscient.

23 12: ‘hehasno carriage, nor material for shoes’
1.3: ‘he is perplexed, secing the lovely earth’.

24 The savaiyi is often harnessed for a device of this type in Hindi verse, the final line
providing the syntactic and semantic resolution of the content of the preceding lines;
this is a favourite device of Raskhan, master of the savaiya form.
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(This word-play is beyond the capacity of the English version, in which the two
half-lines resist enjambement.) The poet shows his true colours particularly in the
last of the four lines, where the eventual disclosure of the name Sudama is playfully
anticipated by two distinct clauses both beginning with finite participles and both
predicated on that name — piichata...bafavata...; alliterative repetition of long 4 -
vowels enhances the effect.

Though this very effective savaiya enshrines the apocalyptic moment in which
the two friends come face to face, and in a sense provides a resolution of the
narrative as it has developed up to this point, yet it leaves the actual moment of
reunion to the stanza which follows (SC 36). In marked contrast to the BhP’s
rather bland treatment of the reunion scene, Narottamdas underlines the focal
importance of this kavitt by metrical structuring, making it the keystone of a
symmetrical arch (SC 31-41):

1 KAVITT
1 savaiya >> << 1 savaiya
4 dohis >> << 4 dohas

The reunion scene is a pivotal one both in terms of the narration of the myth and
in terms of its potency as a source of aesthetic delight (rasa), and any discord
between these two elements of the text is here fully resolved. The strength of the
Narottamdas version of this episode lies in its use of dramatic tension, which in turn
is heightened by the fetching and explicit portrayal of Sudama’s personality drawn in
the preceding scenes. There is little doubt that it is this episode, rather than the
eventual accomplishment of Sudama’s wealthy status, which forms the dramatic
focus and climax of the story in its vernacular dress; indeed, it is this scene which
typically provides the subject of popular paintings of the Sudama myth. While this
part of the story may call to mind many similar reunion scenes (often containing
some element of revelation or disclosure, or the restoration of some long-lost valued
article or person) elsewhere in Indian literature, it is the so-called Bharat-milap
episode of the Ramlila tradition which provides the closest parallel to Sudama’s
welcome by Krsna. In that scene, which is of the very greatest emotional intensity
and which is one of the climaxes of a Ramlila performance, narrative development is
suspended in favour of a single-minded concentration on the sentiment provided by
the simple act of reunion itself: Bharat runs to Rama and is embraced by him, and
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the action freezes in a tableau or jhamki which delights the audience. Such tableaux
as the Bharat-milap and the scene of Krsna’s reunion with Sudama restore to the
mind of the audience an awareness of the sanctity of these divine protagonists, fully
worthy of worship, and provide the ‘interface’ between the narrative
transformations of the story and the iconographic import of the characters it
portrays.

The receipt of grace

The narration continues. In the second of the savaiyas framing the reunion kavitf,
the outcome of the story is prematurely revealed: ‘[Sudama] was transformed from
pauper to king in that moment when Umapati embraced him in his arms’ (SC 37.4).
Narottamdas generally follows the BhP storyline here, though adding many poetic
embellishments and conceits calculated to appeal to an audience attuned to a vividly
emotional response to Krsna-bhakti, and of course familiar with the whole Krsna-
carit: Krsna washes Sudama’s feet with his own tears, rejecting the jug of water
brought for this purpose (SC 41); and when Sudama deceitfully conceals his rice-
offering, embarrassed at its inadequacy, Krspa rebukes him by alluding to his own
prowess as an embezzler (of butter, in his infancy at Gokul): ‘Iam the one skilled in
thievery!’ (SC 47.2). The latter reference typifies the genius of bhakti narrative: in
a single phrase from this brief excursion into a Dwarka-based story, the poet
subsumes the whole of the more familiar aspect of the Krsna myth, namely that of
his childhood in Braj.

A divergence from the BhP narrative follows, demonstrating a changed order of
priorities in the vernacular version. For the BhP, Krsna’s welcome of the destitute
Brahmin is genuinely a matter for surprise, and furthermore one calling for some kind
of normalizing justification. When relating Rukmini’s part in the welcoming
process, the BhP is disingenuously circumspect in its guarded reportage: ‘It is said
that the queen Rukmini herself, with a chowrie in her hand, fanned the ill-clad
Brahmana of emaciated dusty body the veins of which were visible’ (BhP X.80.23).%5
Similarly, the Purana is quick to put into the mouths of Krsna’s queens the question,
‘What meritorious act must have been performed by this naked beggarly Brahmana,

25 g.v. Tagare, trans., The Bhagavata Purana, Part IV (Delhi 1978), p.1755.
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destitute of wealth and censured as worthless in the world?’ (BhP X.80.25).26
Narottamdas seeks no such explanations for Sudama’s good fortune, since his
audience, no doubt anxious for a quick return on its devotional capital, would more
happily attribute Sudama’s welcome to punya in the shape of piety in the present
life. Thus while Narottamdas poetically portrays the hullaballoo generated
throughout the whole of creation at Krsna’s munificent welcoming of Sudama
(Kubera, of course, is particularly alarmed), he parts company from puranic
sensibilities in not feeling the need of offering any reassurance as to the security of
the status quo. For him, the universe (or at least Sudama’s part of it) is indeed
transformed, whereas in the BhP there is a feeling that the story is all very well as a
parable, but that it must ultimately conform to normative smarta values.

While in the BhP Sudama stays in Dwarka for only one day, in Narottamdas’s
version he stays a full week before his thoughts turn to home. SC 58 is a narrative
parenthesis which or: the one hand takes stock of the situation by summary, and on
the other anticipates the next development in a direct address to the reader.
Narottamdas’s metrical usage by now being well established, this narrative device is
naturally cast in a doha:

So it went on for seven days, the aura of respect [for Sudama increasing]
each day; [now] hear how it was that he felt a desire for returning home, 27

Sudama has a startling dream of wealth in a savaiy3 tableau which features Brahma,
Siva and Indra and all the gods; but in a further doha, Narottamdas introduces the
return journey by spelling out the fact that Sudama had already received his reward:

Whatever was to be given, [Krsna] had given already, though the Brahmin
knew nothing of it; at the time of his leaving, Gopal gave him nothing at all
(SC 60).28

26 Loccit
27 sata divasa yahi bidhi rahe dina prati adara bhava;
citta calyau ghara calana kom tako sunau banava. [58]

28 debe hutau so dai cuke bipra na janyau gatha;
calati bara gopala ji kachu nahi dinhyau hatha. [60]
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There then follows a splendid monologue in seven dohas (SC 61-67) in which the
grouchy Sudama grumbles to himself about Krsna’s meanness. He castigates Krsna
as a hypocritical nouveau riche, observing tetchily that his nature has not really
changed since his chiléhood days when he used to beg from door to door; and he also
castigates his own wife, saying that it was only on her insistence that he came to
Dwarka at all. Only the connexion of the shared childhood saves Krsna from being
cursed by Sudama; and Narottamdas again demonstrates his predilection for dramatic
irony in the line ‘Just as Hari has given to me, so will he become!’ (SC 64),2 which
of course actually describes the fate not of Krsna but of the Brahmin himself. This
phrase also mirrors a passage ten stanzas earlier, where Rukmini accused Krsna of
exchanging roles with his devotee (SC 54).30 In its tone and direction, this
monologue recalls the earlier dialogue between Sudama and his wife, and the two
passages serve to frame the central episode of the reunion scene; but it makes a
marked contrast to the equivalent verses in the BhP (X.81.15-20), where Sudama’s
sentiments are primarily those of praise and gratitude.

On entering his own village Sudama is amazed to find it transformed into the very
paragon of celestial prosperity, and its appearance makes him think that perhaps he
has returned to Dwarka by mistake. In the text’s sole kundaliya stanza (SC 71),
Sudamai expresses his cenfusion and asks what kind of townspeople they can be who
set out to dupe travellers; the serpentine peregrinations of the kundaliya metre3!

29 balapana ke mita haim dijai kaha sarapa;
Jaisem hari hamakom dai taise hvaihaim dpa. [64]
30 kahyau rukumini kina mem yaha dhaum kauna milapa;
karata sudamaim apu haim hota sudami 3pa. [65]
There is an obvious ironic reference to the literal meaning of the name ‘Sudama’ in the

phrase hota sudama apa (See note 2 above).

31 The kundaliya is a composite stanza, consisting of one dohi followed by one rola
(11+13 matras). Line three begins with a repeat of the second half of line two, and the
stanza ends with the word or words with which it began. The SC kundaliya is as
follows:

deva nagara kai jaksapura haum bhatakyau ita ai;
nama kaha yahi grima ko so na kahau samujhai.
5o na kahau samuyjaai nagarabasi tuma kaise;
pathika jaham s- nbhramata taham ke loga anese.
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perfectly evoke the sense of bewilderment in the mind of the pilgrim Brahmin, and
the convention that makes the kundaliya begin and end with the same word or phrase
— here devanagara kai — perfectly reflects the circular nature of Sudama’s quest.

Narottamdas gives Sudama a short dialogue with the doorkeeper of what had
once been his poor cottage, reinforcing the parallel with his arrival at the palace of
Krsna; but when his newly rejuvenated wife comes to meet him, Sudama reacts in
the tetchy way typical of his character as portrayed by Narottamdas, refusing to
recognize her as his wife and telling her to watch her tongue (SC 78). Finally he is
convinced, and a long passage in dohas describes the splendours of his welcome
home and of the royal feasting which ensues. (When rising to go to the feast,
Sudama takes the name of both Krsna and Radha, this dual reference perhaps
reflecting a sectarian proclivity on the part of the poet.) Responding to the
questions of his wife, Sudama relates the ardours of his journey to Dwarka and the
story of the welcome he received there, this reprise allowing the poet to return once
more to what is for him the dramatic centre of the story. In this final part of the
text, Sudama’s rewards are described in a profusion of detail, without anything of
the BhP’s suggestion that he was disinterested in their enjoyment. The poem ends
with a salutation to Krsna and an equally predictable raining down of blossoms on
the fortunate pair by the gods, whose earlier anxiety about the upset to the status
quo caused by Krsna’s welcome of Sudama is quite forgotten in this formulaic happy
ending,

Innovation in the Narottamdas SC

In many important ways the Narottamdas version of this tale keeps closely to its
BhP model, and at first glance it may appear to be nothing more than a vernacular
rendering of the puranic story. Yet there are differences of emphasis which are
significant not only as ‘ndications of changing devotional perspectives but also in
terms of the developir.eat of narrative in the vernacular medium. Narottamdas’s
sensitive and elastic structuring of the text, which exploits to the full the distinctive
characteristics of his chosen metrical types, has already been demonstrated, as has

loga anaise nahim lakhau dvija deva nagara kai;
krpa kari hari deva diyo hai deva nagara kai. [71]












