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I. INTRODUCTION

The ritual performance Krsnanattam [1, 2], a votive offering at the famous Krsna Temple
at Guruvayur in Kerala is based on the sanskrit poem Krsnagiti, written by Manavedan,
the Zamorin (Samiitiri) King who lived in Kerala in the seventeenth century. Krsnagiti
(completed in 1658 A.D.) deals with the life of krsna told in eight cantos: Avataram,
Kaliyamardanam, Rasakrida, Karmsavadham, Svayamvaram, Banayuddham, Vividavadham
and Svargarohanam. It consists of élokas and gitis set to appropriate ragas and talas.
Krsnagiti integrates incidents from Bhagavata, Mahabharata and Harivaréa. The performance
begins in the temple after the last puja (trppuka) is concluded and the sanctum sanctorum
is closed for the day (usually after 10 PM). Preliminary rituals involve placing musical in-
struments (cengila, ilattalam, suddhamaddalam and toppimaddalam) on the ground, lighting
of the big lamp (kalivilakku) which itself is a representation of the deity, a few beats on
the maddalam invoking sabdabrahma, recitation of a mangala sloka and the performance of
the auspicious dance totayam behind the hand-held curtain. It is to be noted that there
is no special stage set for the performance and the audience sit on the ground in front of
the lamp. The the performance takes place behind and around the lamp. The statue of
Manavedan with his prayerful hands offering pranam to the deity is a permanent witness to

the performance, usually about three hours.



II. THE PERFORMANCE

krsnaduscestitakathanam occurs as the last scene [3] of the first play avataram, after the
dance sequence known as mullappucurral. As a prologue to the scene, few Slokas are sung
by the two musicians to the accompaniment of cengila, ilattalam, itakka, suddhamaddalam

and toppimaddalam:

alamalamayi lilalola gopalabalaih

saha vividhaviharaisteyamaharakalah

pranayavivasayettham prarthito pyambaya’ga

na tu navanavanitodgandhivaktraravindah (1-54)

(Even though the mother affectionately called several times saying, listen my playing child,
it is time for you to eat; stop playing with the gopa boys, you did not go to her since your

mouth was smelling of fresh ghee.)

navamanavamamajyam prajyaharsam jihirsuh

kvacana vadanavatenasu nirvapya dipam

valayamaniganabhajalabhagnabhilaso

nisi nivavrtise ca mlanavaktrambujanma (1-55)

(During one night, wanting to eat the freshly prepared ghee stealthily, you blew off the
lamp. But then there was illumination of the sparkle of bangles. Hence, losing hope, you

abandoned your effort and returned.)

Sokook sk skook ok kR ok skokook sk kok skokokoskoskokokskok

mandam vinyasya padambujamaticakito jatu manjiranadat

tatratye gehakrtye nirata iha jane gudhamantah pravisya

sikyaduddhrtya dugddham sasakhi samapibastavadevanganabhir-

drsto dhavan grhito’ntikamatha gamito maturukta ca saivam (1-60)

(One day, when all were busy with their household work, you entered a house, with silent
steps, took milk from hanging pots and happily drank it with your friends. Then the gopis

found you. You ran away. But the gopis caught you and brought you to your mother and



said.)

After the last sloka is sung, the hand-held curtain is removed to reveal the scene in Fig.
1 and Fig. 2 where krsna is caught red-handed in the act of stealing by the gopi women and
brought to yasoda. The kathanam follows in padas sung in todi raga and cempa tala. There

are tweleve padas in the text but only two are sung in the performance (Fig. 3 and 4).

tvatsutenamuna yat sma no bhidyate

tadvraje kutracid vidyate no

dugdhadadhinavanitatakraghritaraksanam

niyatamasmabhiriha sakyate no

(There is nothing left here which is not broken by your son. We are unable to keep milk,

curd, buttermilk or ghee safely.)
Each padam is followed by the pallavi

gokulaidhadhipe sunurayi te
gokule sakalamapi rahasi harate.

(Listen, queen of gokul, your son is stealing almost everything.)

nandapatn-ha te nandanenahitam

vyaprtam balacapalamitidam

aksamamahi vayam Siksyate yam na ce

daksama raksitum samamapidam

(Wife of Nanda, we pardoned all pranks of your son, considering that he is a child. If you

do not chide and punish him, you may not be able to safeguard all these.)
The $loka

srutva tasam vilapam bhayavivasadrsam mlananamrananabjam
drstva casaktapanidvayamadhigalamurvyam likhantam padena
sokasnehanukampavivasitahrdaya siksane’siksane va

nesa sunum nyagadidatirusamabhiniyeyamudyamya dandam (1-61)



(She (yasoda) heard their complaints and saw her son standing with frightened eyes, lowered
face, hands pressed on his neck and drawing on earth with his feet. Overwhelmed by sorrow,
love and pity, she was unable to decide to punish or not. Taking a stick, she said) follows

(Figs. 5 and 6).

This is followed by a hitopadesa by yasoda in few padas sung by musicians in mukhari
raga and atanta tala (Figs. 7 and 8). There are five padas in the text but only two are sung

during the performance.

mahitavamse vihitajate

ratiraho te kathamakarye

kathaya caurye kalinikayye

tanaya varyo paramanarye

(Son! Tell me, born in a great race, how could you think of stealing, which should not be

done, which is deplorable, avoidable and which is a reason for quarrel.)

jananasaran janaya SuUnN-

nityanatham bhuvananatham

jananacoram tanayamapam

vidhibalat tvam vihitanatham

(I prayed to the Lord of universe to give me sons who are good from birth. But due to fate,

I got you as my son who begs for anything and steals everything.)

The $loka

pranayabharaparitam bharatim matureta-

magita madhuravadi tvam nisamyetyavadih

‘vacasi tava varisthe sarvadambavatisthe

$apa iha caranabhyam tat prasidamukabhyam’ (1-62)

(Hearing this affectionate hitopadesa of mother, you said: Mother, henceforth I will obey

your words. Touching your feet, I promise. Kindly be pleased with me.)

is sung and enacted next (Fig. 9) followed by the Sloka



$rutva karnarasayanam tava giram pritya yasoda vadad

‘gopyo nandata nandanena na bhavet kopyadhirasmat param’

prodiryeti vimustamistada vitiryasau tava §reyase

dandam nyasya tavasyabimbamadhikapremna cucumbotsmitam (1-63)

(Hearing these pleasant words from you, yasoda said happily: Gopis, be happy. Henceforth,
you will not face any problem from my son. yasoda comforted the gopies, compensated their

losses, threw the stick away and kissed your face affectionately.) (Figs. 10 and 11).

To conclude the play properly, according to the rules of the classic Indian Theatre, three
actors (yasoda and two gopi women) perform the auspicious dance dhanasi (Fig. 12). While
the concluding mangala §loka is being sung, they offer pranams to the sacred ground, to the
flames of the sacred lamp and finally to the deity in the sanctum sanctorum. A few beats

on the musical instruments conclude the play.

III. TEXTUAL SOURCES

We note that the description of krsna’s childhood pranks in Krsnagiti has some similarities
with éerr$naviI§sam kavyam which is an earlier work. It is interesting to search for the
source(s) for the account in both these works. In érimadbhagavatapurana, dvitiya khanda,

dasama skandha, astamo’dhyaya we find a very brief account, in a total of four slokas.

Harivamsa, the khila to Mahabharata contains a more detailed account of krsna’s life than
Bhagavata. However, the episode we are looking for, is missing in the editions available
in print, as well as the celebrated Chitrashala Press edition. In these editions, there is
only a very brief description of krsna’s childhood pranks occuring in the seventh chapter of
visnuparva titled yamalarjunabhangah. We find somewhat disconnected sequence of slokas
atiprasaktau tau drstva sarvavrajavicarinau
nasakattau varayitum nandagopah sudurmadau (2-7-12)
tato yasoda samkruddha krsnam kamalalocanam

anayya Sakatimiule bhartsayanti punah punah (2-7-13)
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According to the editor of the BORI Critical Edition of Harivamsa, between these two $lokas,
the southern recension has two full chapters which the editor has relegated to Appendices 9
and 9A. We find that a detailed account of krsna’s pranks occurs in the southern recension of
Harivamsa in two chapters named krnsnsarkarsanayorbalakrida (15 $lokas) and yashodayai

gopinam krsnaduscestitakathanam (23 $lokas). The summary is as follows:

krsna used to enter the houses, steal milk, curd, ghee etc., eat as he pleased and distribute
the rest to other boys. Sometimes he used to pour milk into buttermilk pots and buttermilk
into milk pots. He used to break the pots indiscriminately. Also, he used to untie calves and
leave them free to drink milk from cows. He used to tie the hairs of several boys together

and create havoc [5].

Fed up with these pranks, the gopis, in a group, met yasoda and complained to her,
describing the incidents in detail. One said: krsna broke ten of my pots. I do not have
any milk, buttermilk, curd or ghee at home. Another: Your son broke all my fifty pots. I
am left with none. Another: All my pots are gone due to your son. What do I do? Your
son freed the calves and they drank all milk from cows. Another: I prepared sweet dishes
for my boys. Your son ate it all leaving nothing. Another: Your son released all my cows
and calves and I have nothing. The chapter concludes saying that yasoda comforted and
compensated all gopis for their losses [6]:
atha tabhyo yathanastam yasoda dattavatyalam

samasvasya tatah sarvah svam svam veshma vyakalayat (9A-23)

As is well-known, the southern recension of Mahabharata is more consistent and complete
than the northern recension. We find that the same is true of Harivamsa. Interestingly,
only printed edition of the southern recension of Harivamsa available to the BORI editor
was in Grantha lipi. This may partly account for the ignorance prevalent in Mahabharata
scholarship regarding many gems [7] in the southern recension of Harivamsa. In the light of
its extreme importance, it is mandatory to have a printed edition of this text in Devanagari

lipi. We hope that Mahabharata scholars will initiate an effort towards this goal.
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