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The Poetics of History
in Padmakar’s
Himmatbahadurvirudavali

Padmakar and the Corpus of Hindi Historical Poetry

admakar (1753-1833), one of the most influential Brajbhasha

writers at the turn of the nineteenth century, is often considered
the last of a dying breed of Indian court poets, a representative of
an old literary order that was destined for obsolescence as the new
expressive regimes of Khari Boli Hindi became entrenched during
the colonial period. The nationalist turn in Hindi literary criticism
that took hold by the 1920s and has yet to be fully superseded
did much to propagate the view that there is little worthwhile in
riti literature, the modern name generally accorded to the Brajbhasha
courtly texts that had flourished for centuries. Supposed to be
suffused through and through with vilasita (decadence) and
samantvad (feudalism), the Hindi courtly past is often thought to be
best forgotten.

As I have argued elsewhere, literary scholars are ill-advised to do
so.! The same holds true for historians. To some extent, the sub-
field of aitihasik kavya (historical poetry) has in fact been allowed
to escape the usual ‘riti taint’ because unlike the more erotic styles
of court poetry it can at least be said to embody a spirit of martial
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vigour, a trait that colonial discourse held to be in short supply
among ‘effeminate’ Hindus and a purported failing that nationalist-
period writers were keen to redress.? Although several valuable
studies of historical poetry exist in Hindi,? this corpus has yet to be
widely appreciated for its enormous historiographical significance.
The Rajput rulers of early modern India (c. 1500-1800) were the
main patrons of riti literature and there are dozens if not hundreds
of Braj and Rajasthani works that shed light on the dynamics of
Rajput-Mughal political interactions; many also give voice to some-
thing we can call local history. Padmakar’s Himmatbahadurvirudali
falls into the latter category.

This martial ode pays tribute to Anupgir Gosain, a Brahman
warrior-ascetic who rose to the status of a king after decisively defeat-
ing Arjun Singh Pamar, his main political rival in Bundelkhand and
scion of the Bundela Rajputs, a clan that had controlled the region
for centuries.* It makes good sense that when Anupgir was burnish-
ing his kingly credentials he would have found the literary skills of
Padmakar, who hailed from a well-known local family of court poets,
a useful tool in public relations. Kings needed their court poets;
an aspiring young court poet would also have needed a king. This
mutual dependency has a long history in India and is aptly expressed
in a Sanskrit adage:

jayate jatu namapi na rajnah kavitam vina
kaves tadvyatirekena na kirtih sphurati ksitau.

Even the name of a king would not be known if it were not for poetry.

And without kings the glory of poets would not emanate throughout
the world.®

Poets were kingmakers, then, and kings were poet-makers, a pattern
that can be readily attested throughout Indian cultural history.
It is certainly relevant to Padmakar and his patrons: after writing
Himmatbahadurvirudavali he went on to have a distinguished career,
serving various other rulers, including the prestigious Kachhwaha
house of Jaipur under Pratap Singh (r. 1778-1803) and Jagat Singh
(r. 1803-18).6

There is something poignant about the figure of Padmakar in
Indian literary history. He comes at the tail end of a two-millennia tradi-
tion of kavya, or formal (often specifically courtly) literary production.
A tendency—even teleology—propagated by literary historians has
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been to view late poets such as Padmakar as doomed to decadence
and failure, as though the lake of poetic creativity had already dried
up by the time these ill-timed poets came upon the scene.” Seventeen
years after Padmakar’s death, Bharatendu Harischandra (1850-1885),
the so-called founder of modern Hindi literature, was born, and soon
the very purpose of poetry and other literary arts would be dramati-
cally re-conceptualized. New genres and registers, many imported
from the West under colonial conditions, would displace the old.
Padmakar did not see any of this coming. He was confidently rooted
in his traditions.

The use of the plural ‘traditions’ is deliberate, for Padmakar—
and this is true of riti poets generally—was heir to several cultural
streams. As a professional poet writing at Anupgir Gosain’s court,
his most obvious literary antecedents would have been the riti
traditions that had been born in his very own Bundelkhand two
centuries earlier during the long reign of Akbar (1556-1605). Here I
refer to the pioneering work of Keshavdas, who served the Bundela
kings of Orccha, writing innovative treatises on literary theory and
works of historical kdvya in a style that came to be widely adopted in
Rajput courtly settings. Riti authors—especially the earliest ones—
drew considerable inspiration from Sanskrit literary topoi and yet
they were also of necessity very much engaged with their present
political contexts. During Akbar’s reign, most of the Rajput houses
of India came under Mughal dominion. Engaging with the pres-
ent meant a cognizance of the Mughal political order, and a whole
lexicon pertinent to Persianized military and courtly culture. A new
influx of Perso-Arabic vocabulary into Hindi is one reason why the
kavya of 1600 looks nothing like the earlier Sanskrit kavya of 600.%
Additionally, because of the importance of Rajputs from western
India in the Mughal imperial system, the literary trends of that region
were bound to have an impact. Historical poetry in Hindi, much of
it rich in martial imagery, is thus an interesting distillation of older
Sanskritic kiavya modes that aspired to invoke vira rasa (the martial
sentiment, according to classical aesthetics), blended with the more
contemporary styles such as Dingal that were popular in Rajasthan.’
Literary elements skilfully meshed with more documentary concerns
drawn from contemporary political life. All of this is deeply pertinent
to the historical poetry of Padmakar.

Though a compact work of just 211 verses, the
Himmatbahadurvirudavali executes a variety of functions. As the title
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suggests, it is a virudavali (chain of epithets), a subgenre of praise
poetry that will be briefly introduced. This genre, when performed,
would have been a mechanism for publicly asserting a patron’s
martial or kingly disposition. Another concern for Padmakar was
history—in particular, a battle that took place between his patron
Anupgir Gosain and Arjun Singh Pamar, which he dates and, to some
extent, records for posterity. The work’s historical mission ultimately
proves inseparable from its poetic features, which evince connections
to earlier martial poetry produced by Sanskrit literati as well as the
vibrant oral traditions of Rajasthan.

The Virudavali Genre and the Poetry of Praise

Different inflections of the virudavali (also birudavali) genre can be
found throughout Indian cultural history. Viruda is originally a Tamil
word and lists of titles, often inscribed, had a significant function in
Pallava and other south Indian political cultures.!® Cynthia Talbot has
remarked on the importance of the genre for the Kakatiya dynasty
of medieval Andhra, where birudas were hard-won material and
symbolic accolades:

Birudas were not just bardic pleasantries meant to flatter a patron but
were often physical objects in the form of an anklet or insignia—what
we consider a medal of honor—as well as titles announced in public
appearances and enumerated in inscriptions. Birudas could not be
adopted freely but had to be inherited from a predecessor, bestowed
by an overlord, seized from an enemy, or justified by some deed.
A list of birudas was a synopsis of a lineage’s achievements, in effect, a
summary of a person’s claim to fame.!!

Sanskrit rhetoricians, for their part, took up the subject as a genre
of poetry. Vishvanatha in his Sahityadarpana (Mirror on Literature,
c. 1250) defined the virudam as ‘a praise poem for a king, composed
in verse and prose’.!? Vishveshvara proposed a more prescriptive
or educative function in Camatkaracandrika (Moonlight of Poetic
Wonder, c. 1385): ‘The birudavali is marked by multiple titles. Its
purpose is to indicate what [a king] is supposed to do on any given
occasion.’!3

During the early modern period in north India, the virudavali
could likewise function as a synopsis of achievements or an incite-
ment to good works, but both documentary and didactic features
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were overlain with panegyric, often in a martial vein.!* One also sees
variations with a more devotional cast, such as the bhakta virudavali
(‘chain of devotees’), or Rupa Goswamin’s Krishna-centred Govinda
virudavali. >

Padmakar, for his part, made the virudavali the basis for two entire
narrative poems in Brajbhasha, interweaving martial and historical
elements with royal panegyric.!® One can well imagine the power
that a recitation of a text like the Himmatbahadurvirudavali would
have had in a courtly assembly. The repetition of the verb hai (is)
in these lines from the opening verses imparts a stately, percussive
regularity:

himmata bahadura bhiipa hai, subha sambhu rtipa antipa hai
dila-dana-bira dayila hai, ari-bara-nikara ko kala hai

sukha sahibi amaresa hai, bhuva bhara dhara abhujamgesa hai
manu mauja deta mahesa hai, guna-jhianavana ganesa hai...

duti dipati deha manoja hai, manu mauja detani bhoja hai
subha-dila sila-samudra hai, ghamasana mem janu rudra hai
caumsathi kalani prabina hai, duja-devatani adhina hai
mukha-bola kahata adola hai, gaja-baji deta amola hai...

jaga autaryau ju anapa hai, mahipala navarasa-riipa hai

nija naikana ju simgara hai, ari lakhata bira apara hai

lakhi dina karuna-batsa hai, khala-katala mem bibhatsa hai
nija khilavatina mem hasa hai, bhaya-rtipa durajana-pasa hai
haya carhata adbhuta hota hai, sara leta rudra-udota hai
siva-bhajana santa sujana hai, jihi ki samana na ana hai
himmata bahadura nrpa bali, jihim sena satruna ki dali.

Himmat Bahadur is King, he is the unparalleled form of Siva.
His heart is generous and compassionate,
to his host of enemies he is death.
Refined as Amaresh (Indra),
he supports the weight of the world like Sheshnag.
Like Mahesh (Shiva) he delights the heart,
like Ganesh his essence is wisdom....

His form is lustrous like Manoja.

Like Bhoja he lavishes worldly pleasures.
He is of solid build, his character strong. In battle he becomes Rudra.
He is expert in the 64 arts,

he is subordinate (only) to Brahmans and the gods.
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His spoken word is unbreakable,
the horses and elephants he gives are priceless....

He has taken unprecedented form in the world;
as a king he embodies the nine rasas.
His women find him irresistible (srrigdra), his enemies indomitable (vira).
Seeing the helpless he is compassionate (karuna);
in slaughtering the vile he is disgusting (bibhatsa).
With close friends he is comic (hdsya);
for opponents he is terror incarnate (bhaya).
On horseback, he inspires wonder (adbhuta);
lopping off heads he is fierce (rudra).
Adept at chanting Siva-bhajans, he is quiescent (santa);
there is no one else like him.
Himmat Bahadur is a powerful king, who destroys enemy armies.!’

This section is by far the most classical and kavya-esque of the work.
Brajbhasha, like modern standard Hindi, can be used in a variety of
registers, such as tatsama (pure Sanskrit), ardhatatsama (modified
Sanskrit), or tadbhava (words more radically vernacularized); it may
also be inflected with Persian or more local Indic dialects, often
Rajasthani. Note the dense compounding, which feels like a nod to
classical style. To speak of his king as being radiant like Manoja (the
god of love, v. 6) and adept in the sixty-four arts (v. 7) is to conjure up
ideals of royal comportment that date back at least to the Gupta period.!®
Padmakar here also invokes a significant concept from another courtly
art—Indian literary theory—in an elaborate sequence that depicts
his patron as an embodiment of the nine rasas.! When vernacular
poets needed gravitas, they turned to a Sanskrit register. Still, the ready
assimilation of Persian and Arabic words (such as dil [heart], in v. 3;
sahibt [grandeur], in v. 4; and qatl [slaughter], in v. 12) at the same time
forcefully reminds us that this is an early modern kavya in Brajbhasha.

The elegant language serves to reinforce the passage’s emphasis
on kingliness, and this can hardly be accidental. The political dispen-
sation that Anupgir ushered in was something profoundly new and
unsettling. After a period of political turmoil, a Shaivite?? gosain had
just defeated the ruling Kshatriya dynasty.?! Padmakar here stresses
the moral components and responsibilities of kingship, as though
these were special concerns. Court poets are too often considered
shameless sycophants who merely prop up the egos of their patrons
in exchange for recompense but, as Julie Scott Meisami has noted in
the case of Persian poetry, panegyric is often a powerful instrument
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of ethical suasion.?? Here the poet reminds his patron (and perhaps
reassures others who are listening) that kingly duty means not just
the vanquishing of foes but also requires good character and the
protection of one’s subjects from harm.

Padmakar, Historian and Kavi

If Padmakar mobilizes elements of cosmopolitan Sanskritic poetics
to invoke its moral imaginary of kingship, some features of the
Himmatbahadurvirudavali fall more squarely in the realm of local
politics. Here we meet Padmakar the historian. Immediately following
the encomiastic opening lines, Padmakar briskly telescopes the
historical backdrop of his tale into a few terse verses, and the world
of early modern Bundelkhand comes into view. We are introduced
to local notables such as Chatrasal, the famous seventeenth-century
anti-Mughal rebel, and the poet zooms in on the redoubt of Ajaigarh
near the Ken River, home of Arjun Singh Pamar, Anupgir Gosain’s
contemporary and rival.??

In a move that would have been virtually unthinkable for a
Sanskrit kavi (poet) but is relatively commonplace for early modern
Hindi writers, Padmakar dates the events of which he speaks. This
grounding of narratives in the here and now rather than in a timeless
framework marks a changed sensibility during the early modern
period and can be considered a significant development in the Hindi
historiographical tradition. Still, non-prosaic concerns about tempo-
rality persist: Padmakar records how Anupgir summons an astrologer
to determine a suitable time to engage in warfare, and it is for this
reason that we come to know the exact date of the battle:

He called the favored astrologer,

respectfully asking him to name an auspicious date.
Now speak, when shall we fight?

Name a suitable day, then we will wage war.

Hearing this order by the maharaja,
the royal astrologer’s heart was gladdened.
The well-named Sarup Sinha spoke words to ensure victory.

He perused all the astral treatises,
settled upon an auspicious date, and announced it.
Listen, (take) Samvat 1800, and count forty-nine more.
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The twelfth day of the dark half of Baisakh, make a note of Wednesday—
an auspicious day for fighting, for young men,
warriors, and the best of kings.?*

This is a poetic way of proclaiming that the storied battle between
Anupgir Gosain and Arjun Singh took place in Vikram Samvat 1849,
or ce 1792.

A typical example of the interplay between history and poetry is a
moving catalogue of the many warriors who lost their life fighting for
Anupgir. Mandhata Kayasth, the son of one Sabsukhray, is singled
out for his pivotal role in the vanguard of Anupgir’s army. He delivers
a long speech recognizing the generosity of Anupgir to his family
before bravely entering the fray.®> His inevitable death in the service
of his overlord (svamikaraja) is described in a lively passage:

In this way the brave Mandhata put himself
in mortal danger to fight out in front.
Wielding spear, sword, and dagger,
he cut and sliced through the enemy army.
Then, separated from his horse, he joined the ranks of foot soldiers.
How many blows did he fend off with his shield,
repulsing the enemy assault?

There he leaped and pounced, slapping away blows.
Sacrificing his body for his overlord, he was first in line to enter heaven.
Laughing and shouting, he faced Arjun Pamar
and endured the assault of his weapons.
Even as he breathed his last on the battlefield, he continued the fight.

This is how the good Mandhata died, rushing forth into battle.
Ascending the celestial chariot, he paid obeisance
to his king and became immortal.?®

A full twenty other names are singled out (even if their contribu-
tions are not explained with the same level of detail), and Padmakar
describes in each case these brave men’s heroic but ultimately unsuc-
cessful engagements with the forces of Arjun Singh Pamar.?’ Many of
these figures would not have lived on in history at all, were it not for
Padmakar. At the same time, this is powerful poetry.

In narrative terms, all of this is a fitting lead-up to the climax of
the work: Anupgir’'s own fateful encounter with Arjun Singh. The
Ppoet chooses not to render this event with verisimilitude. Padmakar
the historian cannot be seen as distinct from Padmakar the kavi.
Padmakar sought a consummately dramatic tone for his finale. His
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technique can be glimpsed in these lines (and to perceive the full
effects of Padmakar’s poetry, it helps to read the Braj out loud):

nikasim taham khaggaim, umari umaggaim,
jagamaga jaggaim duhum dala maim
bhamtina-bhamtina ki, bahu jatina ki, ari-pamtina ki kari kalamaim
taham karhim magarabi, ari-gana carabi, capata karabi si kataim
jagi jora junabbai, phaharata phabbaim, sundani gabbaim phara pataim

bijjula-si camakaim, ghaina ghamakaim, ttkhana tamakaim bandara ki
bandari su khaggaim jagamaga jaggaim lapakata laggaim nahim baraki
sohaim subha surati, ghalata na murati, rana mem phurati birana kom
lilama taravaraim, jhuki-jhuki jharaim, taki-taki maraim dhirana kom

Then the swords came out, raised with zeal. Both sides were as if ablaze.
So many men, comprising many different communities—
the enemy lines were cut down.
The unsheathed sword sliced the flesh of the enemy host,
as though it were a stalk of millet.
The mighty lance awoke, wielded masterfully—
the ground teemed with elephant trunks.

Like lightning they shone, they wounded deeply,
the fierce sting of the bandar blades.
The fine blades dazzled the world, never wavering upon attack.
The fine surati swords of the spirited braves,
once implanted are never extracted.
The lilam swords swooped and swayed, aimed and maimed,
and killed the steadfast braves.?®

The tribhangi metre with its ‘triple folds' of internal rhyme are the
perfect way to convey martial intensity. The long sequence catalogues
how a host of exotic weaponry was unfurled and heightens the pace
to a spectacular crescendo. Poetic flourishes—note the power of the
alliteration—are far more important in this scene than documentary
precision. Yamaka (repeating the same word in more than one sense)
is another aural technique used to interesting effect:

Taba nrpa aniipa giri subhata sindhu tiri arjuna som bhiri kharaga gahi
Haya dabi kanhaiya, sumiri kanhaiya, su gaja kanhaiya para pahumcau

Then King Anupgir crossed over the great ocean-army
and challenged Arjun, sword in hand.
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Urging on his horse Kanhaiya, he remembered God,
and attacked at the elephant’s shoulder.??

The second line excerpted here cleverly uses the word kanhaiya in three
different senses, meaning the name of the hero’s horse; Lord Krishna;
and shoulder (cf. modern standard Hindi kandha). In the final verses
where Anupgir is portrayed decapitating Arjun Singh with his sword,
the advent of supernatural beings such as Shiva and the corpse-loving
yoginis elevates the scene to a more transcendent register of the wondrous
(known as adbhuta rasa). There is also not a little bloodthirstiness and
gore in the spirit of the bibhatsa rasa (disgust) from classical poetics.?

Rajasthani Inflections and the Performance
of History

Here we find ourselves squarely in the realm of what can be termed
the ‘poetics of history’. In fact, in many places Padmakar shies away
from realistic description and instead adopts dazzling literary strate-
gies to add depth and zest to his account.

In an early scene where Anupgir’s soldiers first set out for Ajaigarh,
Padmakar describes the troops not in terms of who Anupgir’s allies
actually were but instead uses a more formulaic conception of the
thirty-six canonical Rajput clans. The motif can be traced at least as far
back as Kalhana's Rajatarangini, an important twelfth-century Sanskrit
chronicle,*! and it also occurs in the Prthivirgjraso attributed to Chand
Bardai, a text that in its current form dates to the sixteenth century
(even if it purports to describe twelfth century events).** In the hands
of the Mughal-period Hindi poets, the Rajput clans became a com-
mon literary ‘set piece’ that was perfect for waxing poetic about Rajput
valour. Thirty-six was merely a convenient rubric since each author
evidently felt free to elaborate upon the concept in his own way.*’

For Padmakar, who devotes one line to each of the Rajput groups,
the point is to set the scene for the impending battle. The sounds ka,
Jha, and retroflex ta in the second half of each line of this verse, for
instance, perfectly conjure up the swishing of swords and the cutting
down of enemy soldiers:

bara baisa bira jujhara je, jhuki jhamaki jharata sara je
gautama tamaki je rana karaim, ari kati kati-kati kai laraim

The fine brave soldiers of Baiswara handled their swords with finesse.
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The Gautams were fierce in battle: even when cut by the enemy
they kept on slaughtering.

The passage’s focus on the exemplary martial excellence of specific
clans also contributes an element of Rajput pride, strengthened by
clever homonyms such as parihara hara na manahim (Pariharas never
surrender):

parihara hara na manahim, jina kom harasa ghamasanahim
uddhata sulamki sahasi, je karata rana mem raha-si

rajaputa rana haim saje, jinake kharaga rana mem jage
harase su hara himmati, jinaki jagata rana kimmati

The Pariharas never surrender, taking delight in warfare.
Valorous are the Sulanki braves,
who cut a swathe through the battlefield.

All the Rajput kings have marshaled their forces, swords ready for battle.
The courageous Haras are riled up, whose worldly worth is in battle. 34

This brings us to another important feature of the work: much of its
expressive punch stems from its performative features—the rhythm
of its cantering metres, the heavy reliance on alliteration. A virudavali
was intended for oral recitation, not just for silent reading.

In this excerpt from an extended passage in the dilla metre we are
whisked up into the bustle of activity as the army advances, the thud
of elephants and horses creating a deafening ruckus:

ghanaghanata gajaghanta umangani
sanasanata sura-$ruti subha angani
ghumari calata ghummata ghana ghorata
sundana nakhata-jhunda jhakajhorata

calata matangani takki tamankiya
pakhkharaita haya huraka humankiya

sira jharata na sahata mrga-sobhani
kahum-kahum calata chuvata chiti chobhani

The thrilling clanging of the elephant bells,

the whooshing sounds of their stately limbs!
Rolling and massing like dense thunder clouds,
their upraised trunks rocked the heavens.

The intense, enraged elephants were on the move,
and the armoured horses were chomping at the bit.
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Spry forest creatures were no match for their swaying and bucking.
Wherever they went, the earth groaned under their weight.*

The harsh velars, retroflexes, and geminate (doubled) consonants
effectively convey the jostling of war animals and soldiers. The strategic
deployment of alliteration and onomatopoeia was a long-standing
practice of Indian poets, particularly for works that were intended to
convey the vira (heroic sentiment).

As a riti poet, Padmakar may have been taking his cues from tradi-
tions of yuddha-varnanam (descriptions of war) in Sanskrit poetry. This
excerpt from a verse by the acclaimed Sanskrit playwright Bhavabhuti
(c. 700) is brimming with sound effects intended precisely to animate
the audience with an intensely martial experience. A vidyadhara (wise
supernatural being) reports vividly to his wife on the fierce combat he
witnessed between the heroes Chandraketu and Lava:

jhanajjhanitakankana
kvanitakinkinikam dhanur

dhvanadgurugunatani
krtakaralakolihalam

vitatya kiratoh saran
aviratasphuraccadayor

vicitram abhivardhate
bhuvanabhimam ayodhanam

They bend the bows that sound with ringing
golden bells and raise an awful

ruckus from their heavy strings

twanging at their tips, all the while
showering down arrows as their topknots
swing constantly and the battle

rages with dramatic intensity,

bringing terror to all the world.

And for the welfare of both the war drums
of heaven boom as deeply as stormclouds.?’

Bhavabhuti’'s carefully chosen language is extremely effective at
conjuring up the twanging of bow strings and the booming of war
drums.

There were also, of course, more proximate poetic models. It
seems likely that Padmakar’s exposure to the Dingal traditions of
western India would also have conditioned his poetic choices.*® This
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excerpt from a set piece in the bhujang-prayat metre renders vivid the
armamentarium and terror of war through the Dingal technique of
vaina-sagai (also vayan-sagai), or structured assonance:

tupakkaim tapakkaim dharakaim maha haim
pralai-cillika-si jharakkaim jaham haim
kharakkaim khari bairi-chati bharakkaim

sarakkaim gae sindhu majjai garakkaim

calai gola-goli atoli sanankaim

manau bhaumra-bhiraim uratim bhanankaim
carhi asamanai chaim bepramanaim

mano meghamala gilai bhasamanaim

The crack and throb of the guns is great,

like the crashing intensity of the apocalypse.

The harsh clashing pounds the hearts of the enemy,
who escape into the churning ocean.

Countless shots whizz by—
like a swarm of bees buzzing,
they rise up and suddenly shadow the sky,

as though a mass of clouds has swallowed up the light.*

Here and elsewhere, the poet uses Dingal styles, charged with cacoph-
ony, to mimic the sounds of guns and powerful weaponry. We can just
about hear the explosions and see the dust clouds rising and may even
feel like running for cover.

A riti poet par excellence, Padmakar is adept at aestheticized
description but he also skillfully conveys the human dimensions of
war in a brief scene that captures the mood in the enemy’s camp.
Arjun Singh delivers an inspiring discourse on Kshatriya dharma to
his troops, a few brief highlights of which are excerpted here:

These are attestations of kshatriya dharma,
according to the Vedas and Puranas:
Protecting brahmans and cows, routing enemies,
and enduring wounds inflicted by weapons.
In this world, a soldier never says ‘no’ to war, not even in a dream.
When these prime Rajputs fall in battle,
they have their pick of heavenly brides....
There are two types of men in this world
who go on to pierce the beautiful disc of the sun:
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He who has been following the path of yoga from birth never feels grief,
and he whose passion is roused by the battle

and fights to the death then and there.
He who speaks or hears of their virtues understands the highest truth....

Over time all wells and tanks get filled in.
Dense forests and gardens get cut down.
Palaces and splendid homes all collapse—nothing escapes decay.
One day your body and wealth will evaporate.
Cities and towns will also burn to the ground.
In this world, only two things remain: fame and ignominy.*’

The passage consists of an interesting combination of lofty maxims
and everyday speech. As observed by Dalpat Rajpurohit (this volume),
the tone becomes somewhat colloquial, which lends verisimilitude
to a scene that Padmakar—a court poet to the opposing side—could
never himself have witnessed.

The episode also brings a complex emotional tenor to the text. It
sets Arjun Singh up as a worthy opponent of Anupgir and renders
poignant the plight of his warriors, who are apprehensive about
their imminent fate. Arjun consoles his troops, and rouses them
to action using a combination of rhetorical strategies. He reminds
them that they are Kshatriyas, a social role that carries responsibili-
ties prescribed by hallowed Sanskrit texts. He speaks of the world’s
impermanence, while also playing to the soldiers’ sense of honour.
He tempts them with the rewards that await victorious heroes upon
death: celestial damsels and everlasting fame. Arjun Singh’s noble
attempt to inspire his troops seems absolutely of a piece with the
Rajput values that we read about in many a tale from the early
modern period and there are also notable parallels from classical
India, such as Krishna’s famous exhortation to Arjuna to fight, in
chapter two of the Bhagavad Gita.*! Narrative strategy also surely
underlies this interlude: giving voice to the concerns of the opponent
builds tension. It may also be that in real life Padmakar felt a certain
affection for Anupgir’s rival, at whose court he is said to have had a
brief sojourn as guru and court poet.*?

Padmakar’s work is, in short, conditioned by both timeless and
time-bound features. He had multiple resources for kavya at his
disposal and he used them judiciously to craft his captivating poetics
of history.
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Conclusion

The Himmatbahadurvirudavali is an outstanding example of Hindi
historical poetry, and one concern here has been to signal some of
Padmakar’s techniques while situating the work in a larger literary
context by drawing attention to various textual layers and their
possible sources. A close reading of the work also prompts us to think
more about both Hindi in history and history in Hindi. Kavya was one
of the predominant genres in which premodern Indian history was
composed, and the specifically Hindi incarnations of kavya are as rich
as they are underexplored.

Padmakar’s Himmatbahadurvirudavali is both more and
less than history in the mainstream sense of the term. We see a
combination of historical specificity with more generic motifs
drawn from a poet’s toolbox—Padmakar was both a historian and
kavi, and the two roles were not in the least incommensurable. He
describes a historical episode of great import in the local politics
of Bundelkhand at the end of the eighteenth century, but he only
sometimes recounts the events historically. Often, he was more
interested in poetic effectiveness. It is possible to track the shifting
textures of the work and to analyse them with some clarity.*? The
opening, we noted, was in a more classical register—Dboth lexically
and thematically—which was an excellent choice for highlighting
Anupgir’s status as a king. Martial themes are also an important
element of Padmakar’s narrative, as when he invokes the motif of
the thirty-six Rajput clans or in Arjun Singh’s sermon on Kshatriya
dharma delivered to his troops at a pivotal moment. The poem with
its vivid battle scenes evinces both its earlier kavya heritage and
a more contemporary Dingal poetics, sourced from western India
during the early modern period.

We can speak of the work’s style or themes, as is typical of
literary analysis, but we can also consider its profile as a historical
document, especially with respect to the attention it gives to
commemorating the main heroes who took part in the signal battle
between Anupgir and his Bundelkhandi rival. Often, this account
of local history takes on an aura of epic grandeur that renders it
larger than life.

We also see glimpses of yet other genres besides the central dyad
of poetry and history stressed here. The Himmatbahadurvirudavali
functions as a prasasti (praise address) and has certain noteworthy
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didactic features; poets have always reminded kings and warriors of
their duties. As a virudavali with aural features designed to mimic the
atmospherics of a battlefield, the poem further functions as a heroic
ode that in its recitation may have instilled courage in warriors who
were headed to an uncertain fate. The Himmatbahadurvirudavali is a
rich and multilayered text that requires a complex engagement, but
this should only inspire us all the more to continue to probe the mar-
vellous poetics of history evident throughout the early modern period
in Hindi historical kavya.
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* I owe many insights about Padmakar’s Himmatbahadurvirudavali to my
colleagues William (Vijay) Pinch and Dalpat Rajpurohit, with whom I have
been collaborating on a translation. I thank Ronnie Dreyer, my assistant at
Columbia University, for her help in transcribing passages from the text and
following up with references. I am also grateful to the American Council of
Learned Societies, New York, for a grant that partially supported this work.
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