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[Ed: In this edition I have included the references and the translations in the relevant
places, added in the metrical markings, and somewhat reformatted the original text.]

APPENDIX XI: PROSODY

Like those of classical Europe the metres of Indian poetry are quantitative, based on
the order of long and short syllables, and not, as in English, on stress. As in classical
European languages a syllable was counted as long if it contained a long vowel (a, 1, 4,
T, e, 0, al or au), or a short vowel followed by two consonants. The favourite stanza
form at all times was of four lines or “quarters” (pada), usually equal, and varying in
length from eight to over twenty syllables each, with a full casura between the second
and third quarters. Most of the metres of classical poetry were set in rigid patterns and
not divided into feet, but broken only by one or two casur@ in each quarter. The
metres of the Veda, however, and the epic sloka metre, allowed considerable variation.

Though most of the Vedic hymns are in stanzas of four quarters there are some with
three or five divisions. Of the former, one, called Gdayatri, is common, and is that of the
famous Gayatr1 verse:

—vv—lv—uv—
Tat Savitdr varepiam
————:u—u—

bhargo devasya dhimabhi,

u———:u—u—

dhiyo y6 nah pracodayat.

Let us think on the lovely splendour
of the god Savitr,
that he may inspire our minds.

It consists of three sections of eight syllables each, the first four of which are free,
while the last four have the cadence v —vwx.

The commonest Vedic stanza is Tristubh, consisting of four quarters of eleven syllables
each. The quarter normally has a casura after the fourth or fifth syllable, and is
prevailingly iambic. The last four syllables of each quarter have the cadence —v —x.
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For example the first verse of the hymn to Indra (R.V. i. 32):

——uu—v—:—u——

Indrasya nu viriani pra vocam

—Vv—uuv:—u__
yani cakara prathamani vajri
u—uuuuu:—u—_

Ahann Ahim, anu apis tatarda,

u—u—uv—:—u——

pra vaksana abhinat parvatanam.

Let me proclaim the valiant deeds of Indra,

the first he did, the wielder of the thunder,

when he slew the dragon and let loose the waters,
and pierced the bellies of the mountains.

Similar to this, but with an extra syllable in each quarter, was the twelve-syllabled
Jagati, with the cadence —w —vw .

In the later hymns of the Rg Veda a stanza of four eight-syllable quarters, called
Anustubh, became popular. This was much the same as Gayatri, with a fourth line
added, but there was considerable variation in the final cadence. For example the first
verse of the “Hymn of the Primeval Man” (R.V. x. 90) (not translated in the book):

v—_—v—l—vuv—
Sahasra-Sirsa Parusah,
- ——— : - —\ —

sahasraksah, sahasrapat.

u———:u———
Sa bhimim vis§vato vrtva
_u——:u—u—

aty atisthad dasangulam.

From the Anustubh of the Vedas developed the Sloka, the chief epic metre of later
times. This consisted of four quarters of eight syllables each, the first and third
normally ending with the cadence —w——x, and the second and fourth with v—vwx,
Certain specified variations were allowed. As an example we quote the first verse of
the account of Damayant?’s svayamvara:

Atha kale Subhe prapte,

tithau punye ksane tatha,

—v—vilv———

ajuhava mahipalan

Bhimo raja svayamvare.
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Then, when the right time had come,

at the auspicious day and hour,

King Bhima invited the lords of the earth
to the bride-choice.

The sloka metre was widely used for poetry of all kinds, especially for didactic and
narrative verse. The courtly poets, however, favoured longer metres, with their
quantities rigidly fixed in complicated rhythmic patterns, some with regular casurz.
Textbooks describe over 100 metres of this kind, many with fanciful names, but only
some twenty or thirty were popular. Of these we mention a few of the most common.

Indravajra (“Indra’s Thunderbolt™):
4 X1l ——v——vv—v—v.

example: Kumara Sambhava, 1, 15

——u—l—uu:—u——
Bhagirathi-nirjhara-sikaranam
——u—'—uu:—u——

vodha muhuh kampita-devadaruh

—_———

—_— : —_——
yad vayur anvistamrgaih kiratair

asevyate bhinna-Sikhandi-barhah.

And the wind forever shaking the pines

carries the spray from the torrents of the young Ganges
and refreshes the hunting hillman,

blowing among his peacock plumes.

Upendravajra (Secondary Indravajra), a variant of the above, with the first syllable
short:

4X 1] vmv——wu—u—y,

Quarter lines of Indravajra and Upendravajra were often combined in mixed stanzas.
Such stanzas of varying metres were called Upajati.

Vamsastha:
Indravamsa: like Vamsastha, but with a long first syllable:

4X12 ——v——wu—u—uw,
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Vamsastha and Indravamsa were often combined in an Upgjati metre, e.g. the verses of
Kalidasa, Kumara Sambhava:

Nirghata-ghoso giri-Srnga-satano
u—u—'—uu:—u—u_

ghano ’mbarasa-kuharodarambharih

babhiiva bhiimna Sruti-bhitti-bhedanah,

prakopi-Kal’-arjita-garji-tarjanah.

Like the thundered threat of the angry death-god

a great crash broke the walls of the ears,

a shattering sound, tearing the tops of the mountains,
and wholly filling the belly of heaven.

Skhalan-mahebham prapatat-turangamam
parasparaslista-janam samantatah,
praksubhyad-ambhodhi-vibhinna-bhiuddharad

balam dviso ’bhud avani-prakampat.

The host of the foe was jostled together.

The great elephants stumbled, the horses fell,

and all the footmen clung together in fear,

as the earth tremblem and the ocean rose to shake the mountains.

——u—l—uu:—u—u—
Urdhvikrtasya ravi-datta-drstayah
sametya sarve sura-vidvisah purah,
Svanah svarena Sravananta-satina

v—v—l—vul—v—uv—

mitho rudantah karunena niryayuh.

And, before the host of the foes of the gods,

dogs lifted their muzzles to gaze on the sun,

then, howling together with cries that rent the eardrums,
they wretchedly slunk away.
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Vasantatilaka (“The Ornament of Spring”):

example: Bilhana, Cauraparicasika, p. 45

—_——v—-—lvuvu—uvul—au——

| 1
Adyapi tam pranayinim mrgasavakaksim

piyusa-varna-kuca-kumbha-yugam vahantim
pasyamy aham yadi punar divasavasane

svargapavarga-vara-rajya-sukham tyajami.

Even today, if this evening

I might see my beloved, with eyes like the eyes of a fawn,
with the bowls of her breasts the colour of milk,

I’d leave the joys of kingship and heaven and final bliss.

Malini (“The Girl wearing a Garland”)

example: Bhartrhari, Sjﬁgciras‘ataka, 53

Kim iha bahubhir uktair yukti-Stinyaih pralapair?

Dvayam api purusanam sarvada sevaniyam —
1

Y ——  — Y —— o — —
abhinava-mada-lila-lalasam sundarinam
vvuvuuy ——l e —— — —

stana-bhara-parikhinnam yauvanam va vanam va.

What is the use of many idle speeches!

Only two things are worth a man’s attention —
the youth of full-breasted women,

prone to fresh pleasures, and the forest.
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Prthvi (“The Earth”):

example: Bhartrhari, Nitisataka, 5

o = \I I\ =\ — I \J W — o ——\J —

Labheta sikatasu tailam api yatnatah pidayan
pibec ca mrgatrsnikasu salilam pipasarditah
kadacid api paryatan chasa-visanam asadayen,

na tu pratinivista-miurkha-jana-cittam aradhayet.

You may if you squeeze hard enough, even get oil from sand,
thirsty, you may succeed in drinking the waters of the mirage,
perhaps, if you go far enough, you’ll find a rabbit’s horn,

but you’ll never satisfy a fool who’s set in his opinions!

Mandakranta (“The Slow-stepper”):

An example of this metre is from Kalidasa’s Meghadhiita:

Sthitva tasmin vanacara-vadhu-bhukta-khufije muhurtam,

toyotsarga-drutatara-gatis tatparam vartma tirpah,

——— =l —|

Revam draksyasy upala-visame Vindhya-pade vis§irnam,

bhakti-cchedair iva viracitam bhutim ange gajasya.

—_—— " — —

Stay for a while over the thickets, haunted by the girls of the hill-folk,

then press on with faster pace, having shed your load of water,

and you’ll see the Narmada river, scattered in torrents, by the rugged rocks at
the foot of the Vindhyas,

looking like the plastered pattern of stripes on the flank of an elephant.
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Sikharint (“The Excellent Lady™):

4 X117 v—m—m——— Ivovvvuvw——vuuuy,

example: Bhartrhari, Vairagyasataka, 82.

v—Vv———luvvvuvuu——uvuuvu—

Yad’ asid ajianam smara-timira-samskara-janitam
) ————— :uuvuv——vvv—

tada drstam nari-mayam idam asesam jagad api.
o ————— :uuuuu——uuu—

Idanim asmakam patutara-vivekafjana-jusam
————— :uuuvu——vuu—

samibhiita drstis tribhuvanam api Brahma manute.

When I was ignorant in the dark night of passion
I thought the world completely made of women,
but now my eyes are cleansed with the salve of wisdom,
and my clear vision sees only God in everything.

Haripi (“The Doe”):

example: from a panegyric of King Pulakesin Il Calukya in an inscription at Aihole,
Hyderabad, composed by Ravikirti and dated A.D. 634 (EI vi, 8ff.).

Apara-jaladher Laksmim yasmin Purim Purabhit-prabhe

mada-gaja-ghatakarair navam Satair avamrdnati

s o\ S — ————:V—\J\J—\J—

TN — ————:V—vv—v—
jalada-patalanikakirnam navotpala-mecakam

jalanidhir iva vyoma vyomnah samo ’bhavad ambudhih.

Radiant as the god Siva, he besieged Puri, the fortune of the Western sea,
with hundreds of ships, like elephants in rut,

the dark blue sky, scattered with hosts of heavy clouds,

looked like the sea, and the sea looked like the sky.
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Sardiila-vikridita (“The Tiger’s Sport™):

example: Bhartrhari, Srigarasataka, 12

———uu—u—uuu—:——u——u—

Kesah samyaminah, Sruter api param paramgate locane,

———uu—u—vvv—:——v——v—

cantarvaktram api svabhava-sucibhih kirpam dvijanam ganaih,

———uu—u—uuu—:——u——u—

muktanam satatadhivasa-ruciram vaksoja-kumbhadvayam

———uu—u—vvu—:——u——u—

cettham tanvi vapuh prasantam api te ksobham karoty eva nah.

Your hair well-combed, your eyes reaching to your ears,

your mouth filled with ranks of teeth that are white by nature,
your breasts charmingly adorned with a necklace of pearls,
slim girl, your body, though at rest, disturbs me.

Sragdhara (“The Girl with a Garland”):

example: Bana, The Deeds of Harsa

Pascad anghrim prasarya, trika-nati-vitatam, draghayitvangam uccair,

asajyabhugna-kantho mukham urasi, sata dhuli-dhumra vidhuya,

————u——:uuvuuv—l—u——u——
ghasa-grasabhilasad anavarata-calat-protha-tundas turango,
—_————v——lvvvvvuv—-l—v——uv——

mandam Sabdayamano, vilikhati, Sayanad utthitah, ksmam khurena.

He stretches his hind-leg, and, bending his spine, extends his body upwards.
Curving his neck, he rests his muzzle of his chest, and tosses his dust-grey mane.

The steed, his nostrils ceaselessly quivering with desire of fodder,
rises from his bed, gently whinnies, and paws the earth with his hoof.
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Kurvann abhugna-prstho mukha-nikata-katih khandaram a tirascim

—_————v——luvvuvuu—|

I
lolenahanyamanam tuhina-kana-muca caficata kesarena

nidra-kandii-kasayam kasati, nividita-Srota-Suktis, turangas

————\J——:VV\J\J\J\J—

—_—— " — —

tvangat-paksmagra-lagna-pratanu-busa-kanam konam aksnah khurena.

—_——_——_——\ — —

He bends his back and turns his neck sideways, till his face touches his buttock,
and then the horse, the curls matted about his ears,

rubs with his hoof the red corner of his eye, itching from sleep,

his eye, struck by his dewdrop-scattering mane, waving and tossing,

his eye, to the point of whose quivering eyelash there clings a tiny fragment of
chaff.

In a few rather rare metres the first and third quarters differ in length from the second
and fourth. The commonest of these was Puspitagra:

NN = — N — N —

example: introductory verse to the lyric of Jayadeva’s Gita Govinda:

VY o — i — —

““Aham iha nivasami. Yahi Radham,
oo — U U — i — —

anunaya madvacanena ¢’ anayethah”,
v U —— v — —

Iti Madhuripuna sakhi niyukta,
C U U U — —

svayam idam etya punar jagada Radham.

“Here I am dwelling. Go now to Radha,

console her with my message, and bring her to me.”
Thus the foe of Madhu commissioned her friend,
who went in person, and spoke to Radha thus...

As well as metres of this type there are others, the scansion of which is based on the
number of syllabic instants (matra) in each quarter-verse. The most common of these is
Arya (“The Lady”). This is divided into feet, each containing four instants, counting a
prosodically short syllable as one and a long syllable as two instants (i.e. ——, —vw,
w—w, ww—, or wwwv). The first quarter of the Arya stanza contains three such feet;
the second, four and a half; the third, three, and the fourth three and a half, with an
extra short syllable after the second foot. The whole of Hala’s Saptasataka is written in
this metre; for example:
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Bhandantia tanaim
sottum dinnai jai pahiassa.
Tai ccea pahae

—_—— vl —=1—

ajja aaddhai ruanti.

v —1—

Last night with scorn the lady gave the wanderer
straw for his bed.

This morning she gathers it together,

weeping.

The metres employed by Jayadeva in his Gita Govinda are exceptional, although
imitated by later poets. They are no doubt borrowed from popular song. The stanzas of
the (following) lyric, excluding the refrain, consist of four quarters of nine, eight, nine
and ten syllables respectively, all of which are short except the last rhyming syllable in
the first and third quarters and the penultimate in the second and fourth.

s o\ S — —
Bhanati kavi-Jayadeve
s o/ I S — S

virahi-vilasitena

s o S — —

manasi rabhasa-vibhave

N/ o/ o/ o/ o \ \ \d —
Harir udayatu sukrtena.

I I IS — — — — I\ — I —

Tava virahe vanmali sakhi sidati.

When the poet Jayadeva sings, through this pious description

of the deeds of the parted lover,

may Hari arise in the hearts full of zeal.

He is grieved at seperation from you, decked with his forest garland.

The prosody of Tamil poetry differs considerably from that of Sanskrit. In Tamil the
basic unit is the “metrical syllable” (asai), which may be a single syllable or a long
syllable preceded by a short one. Two, three or four of these form a foot, of which a
line of poetry may contain from two to six or occasionally more. Complicated rules,
which cannot be discussed here, much restrict the order of syllables and feet in the line.

10



