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SUMMARY: The Hasyarnava of Jagadi$vara (14" century CE), because of
its crude and, sometimes, vulgar tones, is one of the least studied prahasanas.
The work depicts the celebration of the Spring Festival, Vasantotsava, with
particular features which have few parallels in Sanskrit literature. The sacred
meaning of the festivity in itself, which showed connections with the cult of Kama
and in this way centred on the themes of birth and regeneration, is mocked through
comical devices. These themes contribute to outline a frame characterized by vul-
gar and degraded sexual elements. Despite its farcical and grotesque atmosphere,
this comical piece undoubtedly underlines deep connections existing between a rit-
ualistic act (understood here as the undertaking of the rite in the prahasana itself)
and performative theatre in general.
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The Vasantotsava, ‘Spring Festival’, is one of the many festivities
occurring in the Indian calendar and is celebrated, together with other
rituals, in the lunar month of Caitra, which corresponds to March—April,
coinciding exactly with the arrival of spring. Although nowadays
it is not executed in its original form in India, it occupied a considerable
position during ancient and, especially, medieval times. Its prominence
is highlighted in fact by the exhaustive and lengthy descriptions of
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it given in Sanskrit sources,! which “are not unanimous as to precisely
when in the spring season it was to be celebrated” (Anderson 1988: 65).
Elsewhere, Anderson pointed out that

the Vasantotsava was not, in fact, a specific Spring Festival composed of
specific ritual practices to be celebrated at a specific time but, rather, that
the term Vasantotsava was a generic term meaning simply and literally ‘Spring
Festival’. That is, the Vasantotsava is a term which may include a large number
of festivals celebrated in spring, and it may not itself be treated as a festival

separate from these other festivals. (ibid.: 76)

This festivity, in which “people drink and rejoice in the company of
women, throw water through syringes and coloured powder, on each
other” (Raghavan 1979: 86), showed many connections to the cult
of Kama: celebrations of the God of love, according to the sources,
were included in the Vasantotsava or sometimes even equated to it
(Anderson 1988: 69). In this sense, the arrival of the good season,
bringing the regeneration of the earth from the ‘deadly’ winter, shows
beyond doubts close affinities and connections with sexuality, youth
and procreation. Moreover, the festival was also an occasion in ancient
and medieval times for staging theatrical pieces: as is known, this
is corroborated by the prologues of many Sanskrit plays.*

' A vivid description of it can be found for example at the opening
of the first act of the Ratnavalr by Harsa (I, prose before stanza 10), with
the depiction of music and dances in the royal palace and the city; see
Anderson 1988: 67 and Raghavan 1979: 86.

2 A detailed analysis of the problematics connected to the names
and the overlaps of Vasantotsava with other festivals is beyond the scope
of the present paper; for further details see Anderson 1988, which was later
reworked as the first part of her more elaborated and canonical study of
the topic (Anderson 1993, especially pp. 11-29).

3 See also Bakker 2014: 125, note no. 391.

4 See for instance Ratnavali (sitradhara’s first prose, after 1, 4):
adyaham vasantotsave sabahumanam ahiiya nanadigdesagatena rajiiah Sriharsa-
devasya padapadmopajivina rajasamithenokto yatha—asmatsvamina sriharsa-
devenapiirvavasturacandalamkrtda ratnavali nama natika krta | sa casmabhih
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It is an interesting detail that in some literary works the Vasantotsava
and the arrival of spring in general are used as a theatrical frame in
which the dramatic action is placed. This is an evident element in
the comic genre (bhana and prahasana) if we consider “the relationship
between satire and the Spring Festival, the possible development of satire
out of farce and farce out of more ancient spring rite” (Siegel 1987: 79).
It is the case, for example, of the Ubhayabhisarika of Vararuci
(5™ century CE ?; 100 BCE-200 CE according to Warder 1990: 347),
a theatrical monologue in which the vita, a rogue, greets the coming
of Spring and meets various fictitious characters in the course of
his wanderings.

A more complex in its implications and fascinating example
of the depiction and celebration of Vasantotsava, where the ritual
occurrence becomes the frame for the dramatic plot, is the Hasyar-
navaprahasana (“Ocean of Laughter”) of Jagadi§vara Bhattacarya
(approximately 14™ century CE). This work, together with the Dhirta-
samdagama by JyotiriSvara (13"/14" century CE), is traditionally
defined as a “‘spring prahasana”, a vernal farce (Siegel 1987: 78).
Its author, about whom, unfortunately, we do not have any kind of infor-
mation, was supposedly native to Bengal, according to Ramaratnam
(Ramaratnam 2014: 209). The farce, composed in two arnkas, depicts
in fact the celebration of the Spring Festival, but in a very peculiar
and unique way.

The work opens with two mangalasiokas which refer to the amorous
games of Siva and Parvati:’

Srotraparamparayd Srutd na tu prayogato drstva |—*“Today, on the occasion
of the Spring Festival, respectfully addressed by all the kings who came here
from regions of different directions, subjected to the lotus feet of the glo-
rious king Harsadeva, I was asked this way: ‘Our King, Sriharsadeva, has
composed a natika entitled Ratnavali, adorned by a new plot arrangement;
we have heard about it from repeated reports but have not seen it staged’”.
(All translations in the present article are made by the author.)

> For the Sanskrit text of the Hasyarnava 1 make reference to the edi-
tion by Chaturvedi for Chowkhamba Vidyabhawan (1963). This edition
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svedasyanditasandracandanacayam dorvallibandhasramat
iurdhvasvasapariskhalatsmarakatham sandastadantacchadam |
Sitkarancitalocanam sapulakam bhrantabhru nrtyatkaram
parvatyam suratam mude rasavatam astam mrdanipateh || 1, 1 ||

May the love-making of Siva and Parvati become the source of pleasure
for the knowers of rasa—the dance of hands, eyebrow confused with thrill,
the oblique look [accompanied by] the sound of pleasure,® the lip bitten by
the teeth, the love talking tottering due to the shortness of breath and sandal
flowing because of the intense sweating for the fatigue of the embrace.

The depiction of the love-making of the two deities, which can bestow
birth and regeneration to the whole universe, is followed by the entrance
of the sitradhara, affirming that the staging of the prahasana is request-
ed by Siva himself, who declares that “this [farce] composed by me
is appropriate for the Spring time”.” The literary route shifts now from
the divine sambhogasrngara to the earthly world, where the effects of
the union of the heavenly couple are clearly visible in the arrival of Spring:

asasu prasaranti kokilakalasvand nikunijantare

gunijanto bhramarah samutkamanasas cumbanti puspavalim |
sparsotsaritamallikaparimalah srikhandavayur vaha-

ty evam kam na karoty ayam smarasarakrantam vasantodayah || 1, 7 ||

The melodious song of cuckoos is spreading in the thicket in all directions;
the buzzing bees, with eager minds, kiss the row of flowers; the Malaya
breeze carries the fragrance of jasmine diffused by its touch. Whom does
not this coming of Spring assail with the arrows of Kama?

contains numerous misprints and mistakes in the text: [ have provided correc-
tions and emendations wherever necessary.

6 Sitkara literally means ‘the sound §7t’, which can denote at the same
time pleasure or pain. Taking into consideration the content of the present
stanza, here the term clearly refers to the joy of amorous play.

" Hasyarnava, prose passage after I, 3: “...surabhisamayocitenasmad-
viracitena...”.
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This classical description, typical of kavya poetry, establishes a link
between the arrival of spring and the amorous sentiment through
the images of the awakening and active nature (cuckoos and bees) and
the reference to the power of Kama, in this way stressing such a link
since the outset of the play. These two stereotypical stanzas, in which
the presence of the aesthetic sentiment of love is indeed perceivable
(the sexual union of the gods, the bees “with eager minds™), are in this way
connected also through the employment of a clearly erotic terminology.

Furthermore, “these standard determinants of the aesthetic
sentiment of love [...] build expectations which are suddenly sub-
verted with the entrance of characters who are inappropriate to that
mood” (Siegel 1987: 79); in fact, at the end of the prastavana, the king
Anayasindhu (‘Ocean of Misrule’®), sovereign of a wicked kingdom,
makes his entry on the stage, followed by his minister Kumativarman
(‘Shelter of Evil Intellect’). The latter informs now that the celebration
of the Spring Festival will be led in a brothel, the house of the old har-
lot Bandhura (‘Charming’). The king, desiring to assist in the ritual and
in the initiation into the erotic art (manmathatantra) of a young courte-
san, decides to reach the place, declaring “I have gained the merit of
hundred sacred places”.” Anayasindhu is welcomed with auspicious
songs connected to spring (stanza I, 14) and, after a brief dialogue
with the prostitute, the young lady, Mrgankalekha (‘Moon’) enters
the house; astonished by her beauty, the king sings her praises:

sanjatenduparabhavam parilasad vyalolalem; yalolalnetranjanam
bhrantabhriillatam ainandabhitilakam srikhandapatralakam |
bandhiikadharasundaram suramunivyamohivakyamrtam
trailokyadbhutapankajam varatanor asyam na kasya priyam || 1, 15 ||

8 In prahasana texts, the names of the characters always refer to moral,
physical or behavioural connotations, obviously distorted by comic features;
see Ramaratnam 2014: 65-66.

° Hasyarnava, prose after 1, 13: “praptam maya tirthasataparya-
tanapunyam’; here the comic distortion of the sacred acceptation of tirtha
is very clear.
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Her loveliness overthrowing the beautifully risen moon, the collyrium
on her inconstant eyes shining around, her trembling brows like
a creeper, the musk tilaka, the curl like sandal leaves, her beautiful lips
like bandhitka flowers, her speech seducing even gods and sages, a lotus,
marvel of the three worlds; to whom is not pleasing the face of this
beautiful woman?

As can be conjectured, the stereotypical description of the girl’s beauty
denotes a comparison, or better say a combination between the woman
and the spring itself: the young lady is portrayed with elements
denoting desirability and sensuality exactly as the spring depicted
in stanza I, 7. Moreover, the comparison is suggested also by another
reason, as we will see below.

Then the teacher Vi§vabhanda (‘Buffoon of the Universe’),
summoned to perform the ritual, comes, accompanied by his nasty
pupil Kalahankura (‘Trouble-maker’). Seeing the old harlot Bandhura,
the boy exclaims in Sanskrit:

Stanau tungau nipatitau kamasamgramamarditau |

purastad avalokydasyda bhagam suskam bhayad iva || 1, 24 ||

Her tits [once] lofty, fell down crushed during the battle of love-making;
her cunt saw what happened up there and got dry out of fear, as it were.'”

The aged prostitute 1s depicted in a very realistic way and Jagadi§vara
does not spare even thorny details in this vivid and almost grotesque

10" Vidvabhanda gives a similar account in Hasyarnava 1, 27:
prapta prasphutakasapuspapadavi kesais tathaiva bhruva
samyag locanapaksmana ca jarasa jirna ca dantavalr |

suskam manmathamandiram nipatitau suskatisuskau stanau
etasyah sutaram tatha 'pi vacane jagarti puspayudhah || 1, 27 ||
“Her eyebrows, her hair and, in the same way, the lashes attained
the condition of white kasa flowers. The teeth are worn out due

to old age, the temple of love is dry and the shrivelled breast hang
down; even in this way, Love is so evident in her voice!”.
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frame; the old woman, whose body is ruined by the signs of time,
represents the counterpart of young Mrgankalekha. The refer-
ence to the “dry” genitals, apart from being vulgar and indelicate,
symbolizes the fruitlessness, the inability to give birth, an impossible
regeneration. On the other hand, the young courtesan, to be baptized
into the erotic art and adulthood, represents the pulse of vitality and
procreation. As Siegel correctly points out, “the imagery establishes
her as a representative of the fecund, anxious earth in spring in contrast
to the depleted earth of winter which is incapable of bestowing birth
or nourishment” (Siegel 1987: 80). In this way, the descriptive polarity
between Bandhura and Mrgankalekha can be suggested as the seasonal
one between winter, the dead season, and spring, the time of regenera-
tion and new birth.

Atthis point, the aged Visvabhanda, sexually attracted to the young
lady, asks his pupil, likewise in love with her, to act as a go-between
and to arrange a secret meeting. The boy, desiring obviously the girl
for himself, approaches Mrgankalekha and kisses her out of the blue!
The reaction of the Master is immediate:

V.: (sakrodham) | are pamara bato | matkanksitam nayikam alingasi cum-
bati ca | atah prayascitti tvam |

K.: aham na, tumam, jado sissalimgidam naiam makkamkhidam jappesi |

V.: yasyangasya yogat gajo hastity ucyate tadabhidhanam angam tava
chedyam bhavati, yena guruvarchita nayika sprsta |

K.: amgandjahanarajjananamaheam amgam tuha bicchejjam bhodi, jena
sissaparicumbidam ndiam svabamchidam jappesi |

V.: adharo yasyacchadanam tasyotpatanam yuktam, yena asya adharah
piditah |

K.: ligi pperaneti dhdatunor ac-paccaena jam riiam sijjham bhodi tuha tassa
uppdatanam joggam, jena sissacumbidam ndaiam pecchasi |
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V.: Oh, you wicked young Brahmin! You embrace and kiss the lady I long
for! You will pay!

K.: Not me, but you, who are conversing with the girl desired and embraced
by your student!

V.: This hand of yours, in connection with which an elephant is called
hasti,"" is to be cut off, because it touched the woman desired by the Master!

K.: Your penis, the limb called ‘pleaser of pudenda’ by women, is to be
uprooted, because you speak with this girl desired by you and embraced
by the student!

V.: The things whose covering is the lip, your teeth, are to be smashed, be-
cause by them her lip was bitten!

K.: The word which is obtained by affixation of a vowel to the root lig,
your penis,'> must be eradicated, because you are watching the girl kissed
by the student!"

The quarrel for the possession of the lady degenerates in aggressive
tones, with mutual menaces of mutilation and emasculation.
These kinds of dialogues are very common in prahasana literature,
where Master and disciple argue about futile reasons. Moreover, this
1s not a simple dispute between guru and pupil: the fight is in fact

" Monier-Williams 2005: 1295: “having hands, the animal with a hand
i.e with a trunk, an elephant”.

12° Lig is probably a Prakrit form for Sanskrit /irig-, from which lingam
‘penis’ is formed through affixation of ac, a grammatical term denoting all vowels.
As the previous one, this is an example of nalika, enigma, one of the thirteen limbs
of vithis employed in prahasana: in the Dasaripaka 111, 19b, its definition runs
as below: sopahdsa nigidartha nalikaiva prahelika || 111, 19 |—“Nalika is ariddle
that is humorous, with a hidden meaning”. See also Sternbach 1975: 103. I would
like to thank Hermina Cielas (Jagiellonian University) for this last reference.

3 Prose passage after I, 49.
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projected into a divine/mythological frame; in stanza 49, Kalahankura,
resorting to Sanskrit,'* affirms:

svaditam sudasanacchadasidhu namarair vidhurabuddhibhir asyah |
vad vidhuntudamukhad avasistah piyate pramuditair harinankah || 1, 49 ||

The liquor covering her beautiful teeth is not tasted by stupid Immortals;
delighted, they drink the moon which is the leftover from Rahu’s mouth.

The gaze shifts now from the world of men to the divine one, following
an inverse and comical route in contrast to the one observed at the open-
ing of the farce, where the descriptive trajectory started from the oth-
erworldly regions. In the same way as the demon of eclipse provoked
the wrath of the gods stealing the nectar of immortality, the boy mocks
and incites the fight with his old Master (Siegel 1987: 80). The equat-
ing between the naughty disciple and Rahu is eased also by the obvi-
ous word play on harinanka, ‘moon’, exactly as the meaning of
the name Mrgankalekha—as the moon was the object of Rahu’s desire,
the young lady is the one of the young disciple. The quarrel is clearly
another example of a harsh and distorted seasonal contest, in which
youth (Kalahankura) and old age (the wintry Vi§vabhanda's) fight for
the erotic and exclusive possession of the young courtesan/Vasanta:
youth and old age are then hardly fighting for regeneration and life.
The dialectic fights, full of indecency and vulgarity, are typical of
the spring festivals or regeneration rites, where the verbal license was
a fundamental part of the celebration of the ritual.'* The comically sacral

4" In Sanskrit dramas characters speaking in a Prakrit dialect sometimes
resort to Sanskrit, through the caption samskrtam asritya.

5 In stanza I, 40, looking into a mirror, the Master is scared by
the obvious signs of time on his face and as much surprised by his erotic
desires.

16 If we assume the development of farce from ancient ritual, especially
the spring ones, we can think about this connection between dialectic quar-
rels, licentiousness and rite in a wider perspective: Attic comedy in ancient
Greek, especially by Aristophanes, is a clear example of this dynamic.
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meaning of the previous quarrel is justified moreover by the mockery
of the ritual itself; the image of the emasculation is suggestive in fact of
Vedic sorcery: as noticed also by Siegel, a similar image can be found
among the Atharvaveda’s spells for impotence (ibid.: 81)."

Master and disciple start to tussle in a furious way and Bandhura,
pointing out the arrival of the night, puts an end to the fight, leav-
ing the responsibility for resolving the matter to Madanandha-
misra (‘Blinded by Love’), who will come the next day to officiate
the morning rites.

At the beginning of the second act, all the characters enter
the stage, waiting for the purohita’s arrival. The caption nepathye
(‘behind the scenes’) describes in this way his entrance into the dramatic
scene:

vesyangaragarasalohitayajiiasitrah
Sakrasandsanavilohitataranetrah |

abhalapirnatilako hrtadharmakyrcchrah

samsarpati svayam ayam madanandhamisrah || 11, 5 ||

The sacred thread reddish due to the make-up of whores, the look shining
and reddened for taking hashish, the tilaka smeared on the forehead and his
penance spoiled: Madanandhamisra himself is creeping along.

The ascetic supervenes together with his disciple Kulala (‘Wild Cock’),
celebrating the spring and, inebriated by the graces of the good weath-
er, asking himself: “how can I spend such a spring without a harlot?”.!8
They reach Bandhura’s brothel and, as everyone else, remain aston-
ished in front of Mrgankalekha’s beauty; on request of the old bawd,
Madanandhamisra is preparing himself to celebrate the sacrifice of

See also Anderson 1993: 29-33 concerning vulgar and obscene songs during
the Spring Festival.

17 Siegel 1987: 81: “...your member, peg-like and in-thrusting, is to fall
off, is to be impotent toward women (Atharvaveda 7.90.3)”.

8 Hasyarnava, prose after 11, 6: “katham maya asmin madhau ganikam
vind jivaniyam |”.
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love, kandarpahoma,” in his own way. Planning to enjoy the girl,
the officer says to himself:

vedi sajjaghanan ca tatparisare kundam varangam phalam

naivedydya kucadvayam mrgadrsah kamanalah projjvalah |

hotaham khalu sukrahavyanivahah sephahsruvo vartate

nityam pancasaradhvaram tyajati kah sadyah sukham yat phalam || 11, 16 ||

Her thighs are the sacrificial altar and, adjoining, her vagina is the hole for
the fire; her tits the fruits for offering and the passion of this doe-eyed girl
is the sacred fire. I am the officer who brings the oblation of sperm and my
penis is the sacrificial spoon. Who could leave this everlasting love sacrifice
whose fruit is the immediate pleasure?*

Through this vulgar distortion of sacrifice and its terminology,
we assist to a connection between the ritual and the young prostitute:
this ‘sacrifice of love’, the initiation into adulthood, will lead the way

19" The rite is defined in this way in the prose passage after stanza II, 15;
kandarpa, according to Monier-Williams 2005: 249, is explained as “inflamer
even of a god”, namely the god Kama. Considering anyway another meaning
of the expression, the name of this ritual, through the use of slesa, assumes
more defined and vulgar erotic connotations: kandarpa signifies in fact
membrum virile.

20 This trivial distortion of sacrifice and its ritual objects has a precedent
also in Mattavilasaprahasana by Mahendravarman I Pallava (6"/7" century
CE), but devoid of all this vulgarity (prose passage after stanza 9): priye! pasya
pasya! | esa surapano yajiavatavibhiitim anukaroti | atra hi dhvajastambho
yiupah, surd soma, Saunda rtvijah, casakas camasah, Silyamamsaprabhrtaya
upadamsa havirvisesah mattavacanani yajiimsi, gitani samani, udankah
sruvah, tarso’gnih, surapanadhipatir yajamanah |—“O my love, look, look!
This tavern has the grace of the sacrificial site: this banner here is the pole for
the sacrifice, the liquor is the soma, the drunk men are the priests, the cups
are the camasas [dishes or cups used for drinking soma], condiments like
roast meat are the oblations, the chit-chatting of the drunks are the Yajur-
veda hymns, their chants are the Samanas, the containers are the sruvas
[wooden spoons with two hollows to mix clarified butter], thirst is fire, the host
of the tavern is the patron of the sacrifice”.
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to the symbolical possibility to bestow life/regeneration, exactly
as spring, whose coming is welcomed by means of religious festivals,
will give a new life to the world. In my opinion, also this element can
suggest the hypothetic tie between Vasanta and Mrgankalekha, united
by similar connotations in their depictions, as we have seen previously.

With the excuse of private instructions concerning the sacrifice,
Madanandhamisra takes the lady beyond the stage and enjoys her.
They return on the scene and Mrgankalekha’s body shows the signs
of vigorous love making, which, according to stanza 17, possesses all
the characteristics of a ritual act:

aslesapiditakucam sramagharmitasyam
dastadharam lalitasitkrtamilitaksam |
catukticarulalitabhrucalatkataksam

vesyaratam janisatarjitapunyalabhyam || 11, 17 ||

Her breast pressed by the embrace, the face suffering from the heat of
fatigue, her lips are bitten and her eyes narrowed with innocent sighs; her
lovely speech, charming eyebrows and tremulous glances. The love with
a whore is gained by merits obtained in a hundred of existences!

Now Visvabhanda incites the ascetic to settle the quarrel between him
and his disciple; but Madanandhamisra finds the scariest of the solu-
tions: the young courtesan will marry both the old ascetics, Visvabhanda
and Madanandhamisra exactly as Draupadi married the five Pandava
brothers (stanza II, 19). The young Kalahankura and Kulala, enraged
in front of the defeat, find their own solution: both of them, on their
part, will marry Bandhura, the old harlot! In the course of their dia-
logue, here comes their plan:*

Ku.: baassa, pekkhassa edehim guruehim milidam esa miamkalehd edehim
Jjjeba parinedabba, ta kadham amhehim esa bamdhura no pariniadi |

K.: baassa, bhaddam na bhanidam, jado amhanam bi buddhia [em; budba]
suradam na binnadam [em, bissdadam] | idam unam ekkam paam dukkham esa
tihuanamohini budhvehim parinedabbd | na hi malaimala banarahatthagada

2l Prose after stanza II, 19.
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sohai, na hi katthuriagunaggamam kuggamino janamti, na hi galidajobbande
bakkhatthale mottiamala sohai |

Ku.: baassa, edehim jjeva budhvehim kattidinam jibidabbam | edanam
loataragamane esa amhehim parinedabbam |

Ku.: My friend! Look! These two masters have come together and this
Mrgankalekha will marry them; but why won’t we marry Bandhura then?!

K.: Friend, you did not speak well, because I do not know how to make love with
an old woman! It is a great shame that this enchantress of the three worlds is going
to be married to these two old men: indeed, a garland of malati flowers does not
look good in the hands of a monkey, the villagers do not know the properties of
musk and a pearl necklace does not look beautiful on the breast of an old woman!

Ku.: Friend, but for how many days will they live?! When they pass
to the other world, we will marry her.

Despitetheirresolution, the waiting istoo harsh: they decide they will possess
the girl when their gurus will be outside for begging. This is the defeat not
only of the two young boys: as noted by Siegel (Siegel 1987: 83) this
is the defeat of the sons against the fathers. This is also the defeat of youth,
from which, paradoxically, the sexual enjoyment and, consequently,
the regeneration are precluded. Youth, instead of being involved in the ritual
and vernal celebration, is comically confined in the wintry shadows,
symbolized by the old harlot, who embodies the features of the dead and
static season, so happy to have such young husbands.?? Old age is trium-
phant and, following Visvabhanda’s words, mocks youth, to whom new
birth has been negated, not coincidentally discrediting its sexual power:

niskramati sisoh kayo yena randhrena yositah |
kim karisyati tatrayam batuh sisnasalakaya || 11, 20 ||

Such a female hole* through which a baby’s body can pass,
what will this boy do there with his penis like a sprig?

2 In the prose passage after stanza II, 19, Madanandhamisra explains

that Kalahankura is a boy of only twelve years; due to his age, he is a worthy
husband to Bandhura, a harlot of more than one hundred years!

» Randhra (according to Monier-Williams 2005: 866) has the meaning
of “cavity, hole” and is a synonymous of kha, which, according to the medical
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Now enters the priest to celebrate the marriage and the ritual starts; but
the two ascetics, requested to pay for the ceremony, do not have money
and ask for an extension of four years; the officer decides then to take
Mrgankalekha/Vasanta hostage and to enjoy her later. Before the end-
ing of the play, characterized by joyful and wild dances—as is usual
during the Vasantotsava—the young courtesan pronounces a stan-
za full of desperate regret, practically her only speech in the whole
prahasana:

srigauripadapadmac canamativijena jak kidam sabbaalam
niccam cittena bhaktidrdhatalama nisam jak kida pupphabane |
tasmaj jevam ppasao nihilasurakido jo guruppanadamdo
paccasanno vihdo visamatararuja jinnabippehi dohim || 11, 29 ||

I have continuously worshipped the lotus feet of Gaurt with solitary resolution
and, day and night, [ have demonstrated with all my mind the strongest devotion
to the God of love; from this I have received the favour of all gods, a heavy
punishment for life! My marriage with the two old Brahmins is near at hand,
more terrible than disease.

The image ofthe purohita, Mahanindakacarya (‘Great Prosecutor/Blamer”),
dancing and taking away the poor girl is the comical deformation of
the ritual officer; the woman represents the impulse to procreation and
birth: the act of taking her away symbolizes the seizing of perpetual
regeneration, exactly as the Vedic priest reaches the otherworldly land for
an everlasting dwelling thanks to the nectar of immortality, the soma.?*

tradition, denotes all the apertures of the human body. In this context, the ref-
erence to the female genitals is quite obvious and underlined by the usage of
the word yosita (‘of a woman, female’). The occurrence of medical vocabulary
highlights also the comic nuance in the stanza.

24 See for instance stanza II, 32, pronounced by Mahanindaka-
carya himself:

pitrkananamedinyam mahasayyanusayibhih |

suciram sthiyatam nityam mahanidravalambibhih || 11, 32 ||

May all, reaching the eternal sleep [death] or enjoying the everlasting

repose in the abode of the Ancestors, live for a long time, forever.



Mistreated Vasanta... 75

To sum up, the Hasyarnavaprahasana depicts in vivid and peculiar
tones the celebration of the Vasantotsava, which coincides in the work
with the ritual initiation of a young woman into erotic life, underlin-
ing beyond any doubt the profound connection that exists between
springtime and sexuality. Usually, according to the ancient texts
mentioned at the beginning of the present work, the Spring Festival
was one of the greatest festivals in ancient India and was character-
ized by public participation; in an atmosphere of social looseness,
this element denoted obviously the possibility of a collective access
to the ritual and its celebration permitted a symbolical regeneration,
embodied by the licentious and sexual aspects themselves. In the farce,
where the ritual is mocked in funny and vulgar ways, we assist exactly
to the contrary: the Vasantotsava is confined to a finite and degraded
place, a sleazy brothel, where the rite has a limited access, benefited
only by few ‘chosen ones’. The arrival of Vasanta is not collectively
welcomed by hopeful joy and happiness, but by nasty attitudes and
lechery of shady figures: Mrgankalekha, who embodies all the aspects
of the good season, becomes not coincidentally the object of
the erotic impulses of all characters. She is enjoyed by and obliged
to marry two disgusting old men and then she is taken hostage by
the celebrant Brahmin, who has now the intention to take advantage of
her one more time. It is not by chance that the girl pronounces only one
stanza and few words in the whole prahasana: Mrgankalekha/Vasanta
is the silent and motionless witness of the degradation that dwells
in the human world.

The ritual, the celebration of the symbolical marriage between
the young prostitute and the two old Brahmins, is not complete and its
execution is only apparent: its suspended character is in fact defined
by the delay which the two ascetics are asking for. Vasanta is kept
under custody of the priest for four years: symbolically interpreted,
it may be considered as a waiting for her ‘return’, a new spring, whose
new ritual celebration will permit the hoped regeneration of the earth.
Also in this case, the young lady/Vasanta becomes an exclusive object
of enjoyment, precluded to the collectivity.
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As we have previously seen, the Hasyarnava opens with the heavenly
love games of Parvati and the ityphallic Siva, whose embrace
symbolizes the new birth of the world after the deadly winter; the sub-
sequent descriptions of the spring season, whose standard features are
linked to the ones of the previous stanza, help to reflect at an earthly
level this fundamental aspect of awakening and rebirth. Only appar-
ently the reflections of the divine union are mirrored on an earthly
level; perhaps, a regeneration in the distorted mundane world, in which
depravation and degradation dwell, is not possible.

The joyous ending of the work, characterized by unrestrained
dances of celebration, is then only ephemeral: the laughter of
Jagadi$vara, in all its irreverent aspects, hides the shadow of fatalism.
Desperation and the universally ancestral fear of death, sublimated
by the erotic impulse, creep along the pages of the prahasana and
the ridiculous world of men.
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