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On prahasann iva. Bhagavadgita 2.10
in the Light of Traditional Commentaries™

GIANNI PELLEGRINI
(Universita di Torino)

This paper concerning the interpretation of prahasann iva in
Bhagavadgita (hereafter BhG) 2.10 is construed mainly on prima-
ry sources and specifically on various commentaries on the BhG.
It is a fact that several of the BhG’s commentators have some-
how ‘underestimated’ the first section of the text, from BhG 1.1 up
to the end of the contextual incipit, that is BhG 2.10, which pre-
cedes the beginning of Krsna’s teaching (v. 2.11). Sankara himself
— who first commented upon the BhG' — after a short general
introduction dealing with the main purpose of the text, skips over
the first adhyaya and the first ten verses of the second one, and

* I dedicate this tribute to Raffaele Torella, exemplary guide, precious
friend, nanasastramahanirnayaka, and much more ..., who prahasann iva easily
solves the most abstruse textual problems.

I am very grateful to Antonio Rigopoulos for his insights on prahasann iva
(see infra), and to Judith Trinchero, for substantially revising my English.

Note that in this essay there are three numerations of paragraphs: 1) the first
number indicates the school; 2) the second number indicates the author of a
BhG commentary; 3) the third number indicates the author of a BhG sub-com-
mentary (see also n. 3).

! Actually, there were several pre-Sankara commentaries on the BhG, but
Sankara’s is the earliest existing one (Saha 2017: 259-261).
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begins his bhasya ad BhG 2.11. Other interpreters, too, such as Ra-
manuja and Madhva, followed Sankara leaving the opening verses
without any commentary.

To be sure, v. 2.10 represents the trait d’'union between the first
part of the text from 1.1. to 2.9 and the teaching itself, which
begins at 2.11 and ends at 18.66, the BhG’s well-known caramaslo-
ka. Verse 2.10 is part of a passage connecting the condition of the
distressed human being, represented by Arjuna, with Krsna’s
instruction that dispels the darkness of delusion and anguish. In
this regard, Arjuna’s surrender to Krsna as his disciple is the pivot-
al point, since from 2.7 onward the poem embodies the unhin-
dered flow of the guru’s grace in the form of liberating teaching.

Although Krsna’s teaching (upadesa) of BhG begins at 2.11, all
previous verses serve to contextualize it, placing it within an anoma-
lous setting, i.e. a battlefield where two armies are about to fight. In
particular, while the first chapter concentrates on the causes of
Arjuna’s grief, in the first verses of the second Arjuna’s anguish and
delusion assume a new form. Although in 2.7 Arjuna pleads Krsna
to instruct him, in 2.8 he states that nothing can remove his grief,
neither on earth nor in the heavens. 2.9 then shows that Arjuna
decides to withdraw from the battle and finally remains silent. 2.10
highlights once more Arjuna’s tragic situation: in between the two
armies, he is completely overwhelmed by despondency. At this very
moment, nearly smiling or laughing (prahasann iva), Krsna begins
his teaching.

Convinced that prahasann iva hides much more than what
appears on the surface, I will try to provide some answers as to
what the expression really means. What is its inner meaning (gu-
dhartha) according to the commentarial tradition? Is it smile or is
itlaughter? Is it a compassionate smile, a graceful laugh? Or a hint
of laugh as mockery? Is Krsna making fun of Arjuna with a sar-
donic sneer? Or is he doing something else?

In his Bibliography of the Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies (1995:
1464-1466) Potter quotes many other Sanskrit commentaries, but
I have limited myself to twenty-five of them.? I focus mainly on

2 The more detailed commentaries are carefully analyzed while others more
superficially. All works are in Sanskrit except the 13™-c. Marathi gloss Jiianesvart
by Jhanesvar.
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their introductions and their understanding of the second chap-
ter, especially verses from 2.6 to 2.11. Some of the summaries pro-
posed by the commentators are useful in contextualizing 2.10
since they describe in more detail why Krsna smiles or laughs. My
aim is to map the various interpretations of prahasann iva and on
such basis discern and highlight some hermeneutic patterns. In
order to accomplish this task, I analyse the following texts, com-
mentaries, sub-commentaries and glosses, listed hereafter in chro-
nological order: Sankara’s (7h-8t ¢.) Gitabhasya or Advaitabhasya;
Bhaskara’s (8" c.) Bhagavadasayanusarana; Abhinavagupta’s
(1014) Gutarthasamgraha; Yamuna Muni’s (10" c.) Gitarthasamgra-
ha; Ramanuja’s (traditional dates 1017-1137) Gitabhasya or
Visistadvaita Bhasya; Anubhutisvarupacarya’s (1270) Gitabhasya-
tippana; Madhva/Ananda Tirtha’s (1198-1277 or 1238-1317) dou-
ble commentary, namely the Gutabhasya and the Bhagavadgita-
tatparyanirnaya; Jhanesvar’s (13" c.) Jaanesvari; Sankarananda
Sarasvati’s (1290) Tatparyabodhint, Sridhara Svamin’s (13"-14" c.)
Subodhinz; Vedanta DeSika/Venkatanatha’s (1268-1369) double
gloss, the Tatparyacandrika on Ramanuja’s Gitabhasya and the Gita-
rthasamgraharaksa on Yamuna Muni’s Gitarthasamgraha; Hanu-
mat’s (before 13"-14" c.; see Saha 2017: 266) Paisaca Bhasya; Ana-
nda Giri’s (14" c.) Gitabhasyavivecana; Jaya Tirtha’s (1340-1388)
Prameyadipika, Daivajna Pandita Surya’s (1440) Paramarthaprapa;
Sadananda Yogindra’s (1500) Bhavaprakasa; Kesavakasmiri Bhatta-
carya’s (or Bhatta, 1510) Tattvaprakasika; Vallabha’s (1479-1531)
Tattvadipika; Madhusudana Sarasvati’s (16" c.) Guadharthadipika;
Raghavendra’s (1640) Arthasamgraha; Anandavardhana’s (17™ ¢c.)
Jiianakarmasamuccayavyakhya; Srivenkatanatha’s (17" ¢.) Brahma-
nandagiri; N1lakantha Caturdhara’s (or Suri, second half of the
17" ¢.) Bhavadipa; Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura’s (1626-17087)
Sararthavarsinittka; Dhanapati Suri’s (18™ ¢.) Bhasyotkarsadipika;
Baladeva Vidyabhuisana’s (18" c., 1700-1793?) Gitabhusana; Vam-
sidhara Misra’s (19"-20™ c.) Vamszand Sribellankonda Ramaraya
Kavi’s (1875-1914) Bhasyarkaprakasa.

Although a plain chronological order may help us in determin-
ing how analogies and differences developed with regard to the
interpretation of prahasann iva, in order to present them within
their axiological perspectives, they are grouped according to their
philosophical affiliations (Saha 2017: 259): Advaita, Kashmirian-

843



Gianni Pellegrini

Saiva—Bhedébheda,Jﬁéneévar’s gloss in Marathi, and ViSistadvaita,
Dvaita, Dvaitadvaita, Suddhadvaita and Acintyabhedabheda.3

1. Advaita

There are several BhG commentators of Advaita Vedanta orienta-
tion: some are independent interpreters and some sub-commen-
tators of Sankara’s commentary. In the following sections I exa-
mine thirteen of them. The glosses to Sankara’s commentary
come first, followed by the independent commentaries.

1.1 Sankara

It is well known that Sanikara fixed the text of the BhG vulgata in
700 verses. In his Bhagavadgitabhasya (hereafter BhGBh), apart
from a short introduction concerning the intrinsic purport of the
BhG, Sanikara does not comment on the first chapter nor on the
first ten verses of the second. He opens his bhasya commenting
directly upon BhG 2.11. He argues that the portion of the BhG
from 1.24 to 2.93 is meant to identify the root of the defects intrin-
sic to the seed of becoming, i.e. anguish (soka), delusion (moha),
etc. Arjuna is overwhelmed by both, because — out of affection for
his kinsfolk who are gathered on the opposite side of the bat-
tlefield — he is tormented by the erroneous idea ‘I am their own!
They are mine!” (aham etesam mamaite). In Arjuna, this condition
causes a turmoil of feelings such as anguish and delusion (2.4).°

3 Chronologically, the sub-commentaries will be treated immediately after
the major commentaries they gloss.

4 Although easily available in many sources, hereafter I shall quote the rele-
vant verses of the BhG discussed in detail, in order to better follow the commen-
taries. BhG 1.2: dystva tu pandavanikam vyadham duryodhanas tada | acaryam upa-
sangamya raja vacanam abravit ||.

5 BhG 2.9: evam uktva hysikesam gudakesah paramtapa | na yotsya iti govindam
uktva taspim babhava ha | |.

6 BhG2 pp. 3940, BhG3 pp. 31-32 and BhG6 pp. 73-74: atra ca dystva tu
pandavanikam ity arabhya yavan na yotsya iti govindam uktva tusnim babhuva ha itye-
tadantah praninam sokamohadisamsarabijabhitadosodbhavakaranapradarsanartha-
tvena vyakhyeyo granthah | tatha hi — arjunena rajyaguruputramitrasuhytsvajanasam-
bandhibandhavesu aham etesam mamaite ity evam bhrantipratyayanimittasnehavi-
cchedadinimittau atmanal sokamohaw pradarsitaw | katham bhismam aham samkhye
ityadina |.
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On prahasann iva. Bhagavadgita 2.10 in the Light of Traditional Commentaries

These feelings are so perturbing as to subjugate Arjuna’s discrimi-
nating intellect; this is why he thinks of abandoning his duty as a
warrior and setting out on a life of alms, as renunciants do.
Common people follow their own duties and constantly long to
gain and enjoy the results thereof. Due to the increasing and
decreasing of merit (dharma) and demerit (adharma), the unceas-
ing becoming (samsara) — characterized by auspicious and inaus-
picious births, full of pleasure and pain respectively — flows unob-
structed. It is precisely for this reason that anguish and delusion
are the seeds of becoming. In order to uproot them, there is
nothing but the knowledge of the self, preceded by the total
renunciation of actions. Sankara points out that this upadesa
begins from 2.11 and is meant to benefit all human beings.
Precisely in order to accomplish such a task, Arjuna serves as the
instrumental model (nimitia). Here is the opening of the elabo-
rate commentary ad 2.11 (BhG2 pp. 40-41, BhG3 pp. 32-33, BhG6

p-74):

Sokamohabhyam hy abhibhutavivekavijnianah svata eva ksatradharme
yuddhe pravytto pi tasmad yuddhad upararama | paradharmam ca
bhiksajrvanadikam kartum pravavyte | tatha ca sarvapraninam soka-
mohadidosavistacetasam svabhavata eva svadharmaparityagah pratisi-
ddhaseva ca syat | svadharme pravrttanam api tesam vanmanahka-
yadmam pravyttih phalabhisamdhiparvikaiva sahamkara ca bhavati |
tatrarvam sati dharmadharmopacayad istanistajanmasukhaduhkhadi-
praptilaksanah samsaro nuparato bhavati | ity atah samsarabijabhutau
Sokamohau | tayos ca sarvakarmasamnyasapurvakad atmajianan
nanyato nivyttir it tadupadidiksuh sarvalokanugrahartham arjunam
nimittikytya aha bhagavan vasudevah — asocyan ityadi |

Indeed, although he [Arjuna] — whose discriminating intellect is
subdued by anguish and delusion — is by himself ready for war,
which is the duty of a warrior, [he] withdrew from the battle and
began [to develop the wish of] following another’s duty, that is a
[roaming] life of alms. Hence, the abandonment of one’s own
duty and the undertaking of something prohibited naturally hap-
pens to all living beings whose souls are pervaded by anguish and
delusion. Even for those who are committed in word, mind and
body to their own duty, an active engagement occurs presuppos-
ing an aspiration for the fruits [of that action], and with a sense of
egotism as well. Under these circumstances, due to the accretion
of merits and demerits, the becoming — characterized by the
gaining of pleasure and pain, [respectively] in desirable and non-
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desirable births — is not interrupted. Ergo, anguish and delusion
are the seeds of becoming, and their withdrawal does not take
place without the knowledge of the self preceded by the renuncia-
tion of all actions. Thus, eager to teach this, having used Arjuna as
a means for the benefit of all worlds, the glorious Vasudeva said
‘Those who are not to be mourned ...” (2.11, asocyan).

A lengthy argument against the combination of action and know-
ledge then begins (BhG2 p. 41, BhG3 pp. 33—40, BhG6 p. 74). At
the end of the commentary (BhG 1 p. 79), Sankara calls Arjuna
maudhah, which literally means ‘deluded,’ i.e. someone who, being
the victim of delusion, is obscured and bewildered, although the
term often refers to someone foolish, stupid, ignorant.
According to Sarikara, ‘those who are not to be mourned’
(asocya) are Bhisma, Drona, and the other heroes arrayed on the
opposite side. They are asocya for two reasons: from the point of
view of dharma, their conduct is irreprehensible; from the absolute
point of view, they are ultimately nothing but atman, the immortal
self, hence eternal. Therefore, there is no point in mourning for
them, but still Arjuna does so because he is confused, although he
thinks he is saying words that are usually pronounced by sages.”
Sankara then paraphrases Krsna’s words to Arjuna as follows:

tad etan maudhyam pandityam ca viruddham atmani darsayasy unma-
ita ta ity abhiprayah |

The sense is that, like a madman, you show in yourself both fool-
ishness and wisdom, which are [mutually] opposed.

Indeed, in contrast with Arjuna’s behaviour, true sages, the know-
ers of the self, neither grieve for the departed nor for the living.
Moreover, this wisdom is a kind of intelligence whose content is
the self, as stated in the sruti: ‘tasmad bramanah pandityam nirvidya
balyena tisthaset’ (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.5.1). Looking at things
from the absolute point of view, it is disclosed that Arjuna is

7BhG2 p. 46, BhG3 pp. 43-44 and BhG6 p. 79: na socya asocya bhismadronada-
yah | sadvyttatoat paramarthasvarupena ca nityatvat, tan asocyan anvasoco nu ocita-
van asi te mriyante mannimittam, aham tair vinabhiatah kim karisyami rajyasukhadina
iti | tvam prajiiavadan prajniavatam buddhimatam vadams ca vacanani ca bhasase |.
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mourning for those who are eternal, i.e. for those who are not to
be mourned: that is why Krsna considers him a fool.8

1.1.1 Ananda Giri

Ananda Giri (14™ c.) seems somewhat later than Anubhitisva-
rupacarya and is surely indebted to him.? Ananda Giri composed
the Gutabhasyavivecana, a detailed gloss on the BhGBh. In his read-
ing of Sankara’s introduction, Ananda Giri glosses the opening
verses and clarifies up various points. At the opening of the gloss
on BhGBh ad 2.1, he explains that the first chapter and a section
of the second are already clear, and the main theme of the BhG is
the double ‘firm point of view’ (nistha), the interior adherence
which represents the goal (sadhya) as well as the method (sadhana)
of final realization.

Apart from a scholastic explanation, the gloss ad 2.10 does not
say anything noteworthy.'* Nonetheless, a few words are utilized to
gloss prahasann ia: upahasam kurvann ia tadasvasartham ““almost
laughing,” [i.e.] being sarcastic in order to make him believe [in
himself].’

Sankara’s commentary on 2.11 is quite detailed, and conse-
quently Ananda Giri’s gloss is even longer. In its incipit Ananda
Giri says that BhG 1.1 is an independent verse, the function of
which is to connect linking the BhG with the rest of the Maha-
bharata’s narration. Then, from 1.2 to 2.9 there is another substan-
tial section meant to show that anguish and delusion — the seeds
of becoming — are brought about by ignorance of the self, and
therefore must be removed. Ananda Giri adds that BhG 2.10
represents a useful transition to the rest of the poem, which essen-
tially begins with 2.11, and is exclusively dedicated to teaching cor-
rect knowledge so as to dispel becoming, along with its cause."*

8 BhG2 p. 46, BhG3 pp. 44-45 and BhG6 p. 79: yasmad gatasan gatapranan
mytan, agatasan agatapranan jrvatas ca nanusocanti pandita atmajnah | panda atma-
visaya buddhir yesam te hi panditah, pandityam nirvidya iti sruteh | paramarthatas tu
tan nityan asocyan anusocasi, ato mudho ’si ity abhiprayah || 2.11 ||.

9 For more information, see Mahadevan 2003: 320-322.

2 See BhG2 pp. 38-39, BhG3 p. 31 and BhG6 p. 71.

" BhG2 p. 40, BhG3 p. 33 and BhG6 p. 74: arjunasyanyesam ca sokamohayoh
samsarabijatvam upapaditam upasamharati — ity ata iti | tad evam prathamadhyayasya
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In the rest of his interpretation, Ananda Giri does not add any-
thing to Sankara’s commentary. The remarkable point which he
touches upon is the independent status of 2.10, considered a sort
of bridge between the causes of the disease — anguish, delusion,
and ignorance — and their antidote, namely the knowledge of the
self.

1.1.2 Dawajna Pandita Surya

The Paramarthaprapa is a sub-commentary on Sankara’s BhGBh,
written by Daivajna Pandita Surya (ca. 1440). While it is not easy to
determine with certainty the date of this gloss, there is nonetheless
a relationship between the Paramarthaprapa and Sadananda Yogi-
ndra’s (15" c., see 1.5) Bhavaprakasa. This might suggest an indebt-
edness of the latter to the former. In addition, the same themes
are also dealt with by Sankarananda (BhGg p- 55).

In the introduction to the Paramarthaprapa (BhG4 pp. 12-13),
Pandita Surya — like Sadananda — presents a kind of correspond-
ence between the initial verses of the BhG and the Advaita
Vedanta’s four preliminary requirements (sadhanacatustaya):
‘discrimination between permanent and impermanent entities’
(natyanityavastuviveka 1.26¢, 1.38c), ‘detachment from the enjoy-
ments of the here-world and the otherworld’ (ihamutraphalabhoga-
viraga 1.35¢), ‘trust in the words of the guruand of the deity’ (guru-
dawatavakyavisvasa 2.7¢); in addition — according to the text —
Arjuna’s longing for release.'? Furthermore, verses 1.32a, 1.35a,
2.5b clarify more thoroughly that detachment has already arisen
in Arjuna, hence he is eligible for the knowledge which Krsna is
about to offer."3

In the Paramarthaprapa ad BhG 2.10, Pandita Stirya states:

atharjunam visadena na yotsya iti niscitya tusnibhutam bhagavan aha
— tam wvaceti | hysikesa asayajiiah kysnas tam arjunam prati praha-

dvitiyadhyayaikadesasahitasya atmajianotthanirvartaniyasokamohakhyasamsarabija-
pradarsanaparatvam darsayitva vaksyamanasandarbhasya sahetukasamsaranirvartaka-
samyagjianopadese tatparyam darsayati — tayos ceti |.

'2 For a survey of the sadhanacatustaya, see the locus classicus, i.e. Brahmasutra-
bhasya ad 1.1.1 (pp. 36-37).

'3 Pandita Surya quotes from the Chandogya Upanisad (6.14.2, acaryavan
puruso veda) “The man with a teacher knows!” while commenting upon BhG 2.7
(BhG4 p. 67) where Arjuna requests Krsna to accept him a disciple.
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sann tva prahasagarbham iva vacanam uwvaca | nanu visadavasare
hasanupakrame *pi katham uktam prahasann iveti, tatrocyate | visado-
tpatier akaranatvad yato dinanathavadhe eva visadotpatter darsanat |
prakyte tu bhismadronakarnaduryodhanadyah sauryena sakram apy aga-
nayantah ksatradharmam anusytya pravytta na tu miarkhatvena tesu
katham kypapatratvam | [...]

Hereafter, the glorious lord spoke to Arjuna who, having decided
— due to anguish — ‘I will not fight!” (2.9), remained silent. The
lord of the sense faculties, who knows the inner purports [of living
beings], as though he were laughing, spoke these words to Arjuna,
as if they were filled with mockery. [Doubt:] Although on that
occasion of grief no laugh happened, then how does he say ‘as if
he were laughing’? [Reply:] On this [issue] it must be pointed out
that [for Arjuna] the arousal of anguish is not justified, because it
is seen that anguish arises only when afflicted people or orphans
are killed. On the contrary, in the case under examination,
Bhisma, Drona, Karna, Duryodhana and others, who do not reck-
on even Sakra [= Indra] as a hero, engage themselves [in fighting]
following the martial duty, and [clearly] not because of stupidity!
Then, how can they be considered as reservoirs of compassion?

[...]

ato yadvisadakaranam uktam tat prataranamatram karma naiskar-
myamargabahirbhutam ity asayena saddhasyamukho bhatva provacety
arthah || 2.10 ||

Therefore, the said cause of anguish is an act of mere deception,
which has no place along the liberating path of non-action. For
this reason, [Krsna] spoke with a slightly smiling face: this is the
meaning.

1.1.3 Sﬂvenkatandtha

Another important gloss on the BhGBh is the Brahmanandagiri

(BhG6), written by a certain Srivenkatanatha (17" c.). Unlike the

Visistadvaita author, this Venkatanatha is an elder contemporary
of Madhustudana Sarasvati (16"-17" c.). As a matter of fact, the
Brahmanandagiri quotes and criticises the Gudharthadipika (hereaf-
ter GAD) on several occasions.'# Srivenkatanatha was probably a
disciple of Nrsimhasrama (16"'-17" c.), and the teacher of

14 For example, having quoted the Guadharthadipika verbatim, Srivenkatanatha

expresses some perplexities on its reading of v. 2.8 (etac cintyam; BhG6 p. 69).
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Dharmaraja Adhvarin (171-18" c.), the author of the well-known
primer Vedantaparibhasa (Pellegrini 2018: 5§89—599).

In the gloss on 2.7 (BhG6 p. 69), Sriveﬁkaganétha writes that in
the world, namely in ordinary conversation, whoever asks for
instruction without a sincere desire is ignored by the interlocutor,
because he/she is not really eager to listen attentively to his/her
words. On the contrary, Arjuna is definitely anguished, so he asks
with the proper feeling and a sincere desire to know: he is a true
disciple, and this is the reason why he is not ignored. Hence,
Krsna’s duty as a teacher is to teach, and, with the use of several
tools, to make his disciple understand things properly.

At the end of the gloss on 2.7 (BhG6 p. 69), Srivenkatanatha
points out that in saying gurun hatva (2.5) Arjuna perceives him-
self as a disciple of Bhisma and Drona too. Then, why does Krsna
accept him as disciple? In fact, there seems to be a difference in
Arjuna’s approach to Krsna in 2.7 (twam prapannam), where he
totally surrenders (prapatti) to Krsna and completely commits
himself to him to be instructed: Arjuna has formally taken refuge
in the lord (saranagatam). Such an act of total surrender occurs
only when there is no other way out.'

Sriveﬁkatanétha’s commentary on 2.10 (BhG6 p. 73) is quite
elaborate. The anguish tormenting Arjuna is not like the uneasi-
ness commonly experienced in everyday life, which sooner or later
fades away. Arjuna’s is a different kind of anguish, deeper and
stronger. In order to show this, the text uses the present active par-
ticiple form visadantam. Had such a despondency occurred during
the battle, it could have been solved at the right moment. On the
contrary, it occurs when the two armies are facing each other, and
the heroes — weapons in hand — are about to fight. This is why
Arjuna’s anguish becomes an enormous problem.'® Nevertheless,

15 See also Srivenkatanatha ad 2.8 (BhG6 p. 69): saranagatir api ananyasara-
natvadhyavasayayapurvika tvam eva saranam iti tvadutpattih, na tv anyasmin charane
sthite pi tvam api Saranam ity evamlaksanatvad upasadanarapety aha — yad vastu
mama sokam apanudet tan na pasyamity ananyasaratookitih |.

6 BhG6 p. 73: evamvidho pi soko yadi svasenamadhyasthitikala eva syat tada
savakasam samadhatum sakyata, na tv evam, kintu svabalan nirgatya ywyutsuh
parakiyasuramukhe sthitva svayam dhanur udyamya pravyite sastrasampate yada
bandhun avaiksata, tadanim utpannah, tato mahat kastam jatam ity abhipretyaha —
senayor ubhayor madhya iti |.
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despite the difficulty of the situation the text introduces a certain
levity with the expression prahasann iva,'” meaning ‘uttering a sen-
tence of mockery’:

arjunasya paitysv asevataya tam prati bhagavatah sarvadapi parihaso-
ktaya eva bhavantiti tada sankate pi tanniracikirsur bhagavan pari-
hasarityaiva idam vaksyamanam asocyan ityadikam atigambhirartham
asesavedantasarabhutam vacanam wvaca | tatra ca vinodaphalakatvena
loke parihasah prasiddhah, ayam tv arjunasya tattvananotpadanapha-
laka iti prasiddhaparihasavailaksanyadyotanarthah prahasann iveti-
vakarah | sarvadhiprerakasya jianotpadanam hasamatrenaiva sukaram
it hysikesapadenoktam |

[Moreover,] since Arjuna is not rendering a true service to his
forefathers, at every step there are some enunciations of mockery
by the glorious lord to Arjuna. Thus, even during [such] a crisis,
the glorious lord — desirous of dispelling it — indeed in a mock-
ing mood pronounced these words — beginning with asocyan
(2.11) — whose meaning is very profound, and which are the very
essence of the whole Vedanta [= Upanisads]. Furthermore, on this
issue, in the world it is well known that mockery results in amusing
pleasure, but for Arjuna this [very circumstance] results in gener-
ating the knowledge of reality. Hence, in the expression prahasann
wa the word wwa [is used] to highlight its difference from ordinary
mockery. Through the word Hysikesa (‘the controller of sensorial
faculties’) what is conveyed is that for the one who stimulates every
cognition8 it is easy to generate knowledge with a simple laugh.'

Then, Srivenkatanatha’s interpretation of 2.11 (BhG6 pp. 81-82)
begins with a relevant contextualization, as a further explanation
of prahasann iva:

tad evam mohasagaranimagnasyarjunasya atmatattvajnanad anya-
troddharanopayam apasyan prahasann iva iti purvaslokam arjuna-
pahasam visadayann eva taduktanuvadapurvakam atmatattvajnanam
avatarayan — sribhagavan wvaca |

7BhG6 p. 73: evam saly api bhagavato rjunasankatanirase nayasam darsayati —
prahasann iveli |.

18 On this issue, see Sankara’s commentaries — padabhasya and vakyabhasya
—on Kena Upanisad 1.1.1-2 (ed. pp. 17-21).

!9 The last passage of 2.10 is irrelevant for the issue at stake.
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Henceforth Krsna, not seeing any other means for the emancipa-
tion of Arjuna — who was deeply immersed in a sea of illusion —
than the knowledge of the reality of the self, extended the mock-
ery directed towards him, expressed through the prahasann iva of
the preceding verse, and revealed such knowledge of the reality of
the self preceded by the [aforementioned] repetition of what has
been uttered by him, ‘the glorious lord said.’

All in all, Srivenikatanatha interprets prahasann iva as an expres-
sion of cheerful derision and mockery. While in everyday life a
mocking mood merely produces scorn, here in the sastra its result
is utmost knowledge. Therefore, ivais used to mark the difference
between secular feelings and the sastrzya context. In addition, this
teaching technique of the bhagavat, through mockery or smiles,
jokes and mirth is most effective. Indeed, it is meant to show that
Krsna is the almighty inner controller by highlighting the ease
with which he is able to bring about such a liberating gnosis.

Then, Srivenkatanatha asks himself a sensible question: how is
it possible that Krsna bestows an instruction in such an atmo-
sphere of war-convulsion? More than this: how can Arjuna benefit
from the teaching of such a doctrine? Indeed, it is very difficult to
obtain a concrete result without considering the appropriate
place and proper circumstances. Srivenkatanatha replies saying
that thanks to the superb and inconceivable characteristics of the
bhagavat, spatial and temporal circumstances are for him ultimate-
ly insignificant.?’

Srivenkatanatha analyses 2.11 viewing it as a summary of the
entire teaching of the BhG (BhG6 p. 81). He calls it b7jasloka ‘ger-
minal verse’ or ‘seed-verse,” and says that whatever was spoken by
Arjuna in the first chapter is resumed in the first word of the verse
— asocyan. The second term, anvasocah, sums up what has been
said from the beginning of the second chapter to verse 2.4. The
second part of 2.11 is said to encapsulate the knowledge of the

2 BhG6 p. 81: atra hysikesa uvacety uktvapi punar bhagavan wvaceti vadata sarja-
yena desakaladyanapeksatvarapam bhagavanmahatmyam darsitam | atha vyavasthitan
dystva dhartarastran kapidhvajah | pravytte sastrasampate dhanur udyamya pandava ity
evamuvidhavasthayam katham srikysnena jiianam upadestum pravyttam? katham varju-
nasya tathavidhopadesaj jrianalabhah? desakalauw vina sarvatra karyanudayad iti na
sankaniyam, acintyadbhitamahamahimasalini bhagavati desakalayor akinicitkaratvad
it |.
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reality of the non-dual self, which is presented throughout the
entire BhG.?' Allin all, the purport of the textis to dispel grief and
illusion, in conformity with several passages of the sruti.??

ato bije vrksasvariapasyeva kytsnagitarthasya atrantarbhavad bijasloko
Yyam iti gitanyasarahasyam |

Therefore, just as the entire shape of a tree is [hidden] in a seed,
since the meaning of the entire Bhagavadgita is included here [in
2.11], this is the ‘seed-verse’: this is the secret behind the Bhaga-
vadgita.

Srivenkatanatha also explains the single terms of the verse.
According to him, although Arjuna seems to speak wise words, he
is not wise at all. As evidenced by 2.7b (prechami tvam dharma-
sammudhacetah) and 2.7d (sisyas te "ham sadhi mam tvam prapa-
nnam), he is not behaving like a wise man; he is not even respect-
ing the boundaries of a disciple (sisyamaryada), since he decides to
leave the battle independently (na yotsye, BhG 2.9c), without re-
sorting to his teacher. Hence, all Arjuna’s mixed feelings and
behavior — foolishness and wisdom, discipleship and indepen-
dence — are mutually opposed and contradictory: this is the cause
of the mocking laugh (tatha ca maudhyam prajnatvam punah sisyat-
vam svataniryam cety etatparasparaviruddham tvayi dysyata ity
apahasakaranoktih) .3

1.1.4 Dhanapati Suri

The next author is Dhanapati Suri, a well-trained scholar who
lived between the second half of the 18" and the first half of the
19" c. He wrote the Bhasyotkarsadipika, a lengthy gloss on Sanka-

2t BhG6 p. 81: atradyapadena prathamadhyayagatarjunokianuvadah | dvi-
tyapadena tu katham bhismam aha ityadidvittyadhyayagatataduktanuoadah | utta-
rardhena ca tatra ko mohah kah soka ekatvam anupasyatah tarati sokam atmavid
ityadisrutiprasiddhasarvasokamohanivartakabhavasya kytsnagitapratipadyasyaduvi-
wyatmatattvajianasya nirdesa iti |.

22 Like Isa Upanisad 7: taira ko mohah kah soka ekatvam anupasyatah ‘What delu-
sion, what sorrow can there be, for the one who sees the oneness,” and Chandogya
Upanisad 7.1.3: tarati sokam atmavit “The knower of the self goes beyond sorrow.’

23 According to Srivenkatanatha, from 2.11 to 2.31 the BhG removes the
despondency of those who are not worthy of despondency. Then, from 2.31 to
2.38 the words of false wisdom are removed (BhG6 p. 81).
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ra’s BhGBh,?4 where he quotes Madhuisudana Sarasvati’s (see 1.6)
GAD several times and criticizes him whenever he deviates from
Sankara’s readings (Saha 2014: 291-295; Pellegrini forthc.).?5 In
the gloss on 2.10 (BhG2 p. 38, BhG4 p. 71) Dhanapati says:

etad anantaram bhagavan kim kytavan ity ata aha — tam iti | tam sena-
yor ubhayor madhye vistdantam sokamohav angikurvantam arjunam
hysikeso bhagavan vasudevah prahasann iva madajiiavasavarting tuayy
aham prasanno ‘smiti prakatayann ivedam vaksyamanam vaco vacanam
wvaca | anucitacaranaprakasanena lajjambudhau majjayann iveti kecit
| madho by ayam amudhavad vadatiti prahasann ivety anye |

After that what did the glorious lord do? Then [the text] says: tam.
To him, to Arjuna who was dismayed in between the two armies,
while he was [passively] accepting anguish and delusion, Hysikesa,
the glorious lord, Vasudeva, as though smiling, [that means]
almost revealing ‘I am happy for you, who are under the control
of my authority!’ uttered these words, i.e. the speech which is
about to be expressed. Some say: ‘Like plunging him into the sea
of shame by exhibiting [his] inappropriate conduct.’?® Others
[assert]: ‘As though smiling “Although he is a fool, he speaks as if
he were not one.”?7

Here Dhanapati seems to say that Krsna’s hint of laughter is due
to the fact that Arjuna, steeped in anguish and delusion, feels
totally defenseless, so this is the moment when he truly surrenders
to the lord, who recognizes Arjuna’s interior attitude and his final
eligibility for BhG’s instruction.

Finally, on 2.11 (BhG2 p. 39, BhG4 pp. 74-75) Dhanapati criti-
cizes Madhusudana’s position again concerning Arjuna’s twofold
delusion. His contention is that Sankara has exposed everything
so clearly and correctly that it is totally useless to suggest any other
interpretative option.?®

24 He defends Sankara’s BhGBh against opponents deprived of logic. See the
Bhasyotkarsadipika (v. 7-8; BhG2 pp. 5-6, BhG4 p. 10) and the gloss ad 2.1 (BhG2
p- 31, BhG4 p. 56).

25 On Dhanapati Suri, see Pellegrini forthc.

26 See the GAD ad BhG 2.10 (see 1.7).

27 Nilakantha ad 2.10 (BhG6 p. 73; see 1.7).

28 Dhanapati also says that Madhustdana’s interpretation contradicts BhG
3.3 (loke ‘smin dvividha nistha pura prokta mayanagha | jiayogena samkhyanam ka-
rmayogena yoginam ||), and in the rest of the gloss ad 2.11 explains how, without
adding anything relevant.
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1.1.5 Sribellavikonda Ramaraya Kavi

Sribellannkonda Ramaraya Kavi is the author of the Bhasyarkapraka-
sa, a subcommentary on the BhGBh, composed — as he says open-
ly (BhG3 p. 4) — to establish once and for all the supremacy of
Sankara’s interpretation of the BhG, freeing it from all the alleged
defects detected by the most remarkable among its rivals’ com-
mentaries, specifically Ramanuja’s Gitabhasya (see 4.2) and its sub-
commentary, Vedanta DeSika’s (see 4.2.1) Tatparyacandrika.

In the gloss ad BhG 1.1, Ramaraya Kavi points out that (BhG3 p.
4) the first slokais 2.11 and the mangalasloka of the text is bhagavan
uvaca before 2.11 (BhG3 p. 15). Consequently, Ramaraya says
(BhG3 p. 31) that 2.10 concludes the introductory portion. Then
he briefly glosses 2.10: according to him Krsna’s laugh is like a
mocking sneer, because Arjuna is talking nonsense like a fool.
This of course reverberates on the words of Krsna in 2.11, prajia-
vams ca bhasase:

he bharata dhytarastra! ubhayoh senayoh madhye visidantam tam arju-
nam prati hysikesah prahasann iva, arjunasyonmadapralapatulyavaca-
nasravanat kysnasya hasa iti bhavah, idam asocyan ity arabhya ma
Sucah ity antam gitasastrarapam vacah wvaca || 10 ||

O descendant of Bharata, o Dhrtarastra! To that Arjuna, who was
lamenting in between the two armies, Hysikesa, almost laughing
— his hint of laughter follows the hearing of Arjuna’s words, simi-
lar to the prattling of a fool: that is the meaning — uttered these
words in the form of the instruction of the Bhagavadgita, begin-
ning with asocyan (2.11), and ending with ma sucah (18.66) .29

Nonetheless, Ramaraya Kavi’s position is somewhat ambiguous as
he uses the word hasa, which could mean either ‘laugh’ or ‘smile.’
A clarification can be found in the gloss on 2.11 (BhG3 pp. 43-44),
where Ramaraya Kavi quotes Ramanuja and Vedanta Desika, refut-
ing the latter, according to whom the anguished words of Arjuna
are the object of Krsna’s mockery. According to the Bhasyarka-
prakasa, Arjuna is immersed in a sea of sorrow and consequently
has surrendered to the feet of Krsna as a disciple. Thus it is quite

29 BhG 18.66: sarvadharman parityajya mam ekam saranam vraja | aham toam sa-
rvapapeblyo moksayisyami ma sucah ||.

855



Gianni Pellegrini

unlikely that he is the object of Krsna’s derision and mockery
(mahati sokasagare nimagne svacaranam saranam prapanne parthe bha-
gavatah kysnasya parihasodbhavodayasangatyat). Therefore, even for
Ramaraya Kavi (BhG3 p. 44) itis not out of place to connect verse
2.10 to 2.11, as pointed out by Vedanta Desika, according to whom
the meaning of prahasann ivais explained in 2.11.

1.2 Sridhara Svamin

Sridhara Svamin is an advaitin (13"-14™ ¢.) who tried to harmo-
nize knowledge and devotion, as can be seen in his commentary
on the Bhagavata Purana. He also wrote a gloss on the BhG enti-
tled Subodhint.

On 2.10, Sridhara writes: prahasann iveti prasannamukhah sann
ity arthah (BhG4 p. 74) ‘the meaning of prahasann iva is having a
happy face.” The compound prasannamukhah, where the adjective
prasanna can be translated as ‘happy, cheerful, showing favour,’
evidences Krsna’s loving disposition toward his interlocutor
(Vireswarananda 1991: 32-33).

In the introduction to 2.11 (BhG4 p. 74), Sridhara adds:
‘Arjuna’s anguish comes from the lack of discrimination between
the body and the self, therefore the glorious lord shows how to
discriminate between these two domains’ (dehatmanor avivekad
asyaivam Soko bhavatiti tadvivekapradarsanartham sribhagavan uva-
ca). Then he begins the teaching.

Sridhara also presents a short scheme of the verses of the BhG.
From verse 1.28,3° the BhG highlights that the object of Arjuna’s
anguish are his kinsfolk. Then, though admonished by Krsna in
2.2, Arjuna keeps speaking like a discriminating sage.3'

30 BhG 2.9: dystveman svajanan kysna yuyutsum samupasthitam | sidanti mama
gatrani mukham ca parisusyati ||.

3! BhG4 p. 74: sokasyavisayibhitan eva bandhun tvam anvasoco nusocitavan ast
dystveman svajanan kysna ityadina | tatra kutas tva kasmalam idam visame samupasthi-
tam ity adina maya bodhito “pi punas ca prajiiavatam panditanam vadan sabdan katham
bhismam aham sankhye ity adin kevalam bhasase, na tu pandito ’si, yatah gatasiun
gatapranan bandhun agatasums ca jwato pi, bandhuhina ete katham jiisyantiti
nanusocanti pandita vivekinah || 11 ||.
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1.3 Sankarananda Sarasvalt

Sankarananda Sarasvati (end 13M—early 14" c.) wrote a clear gloss
on the BhG, the Tatparyabodhini, which closely follows and careful-
ly broadens Sankara’s commentary.3> The incipit of Sankaranan-
da’s gloss to the second chapter (ad 2.1; BhG4 pp. 55-56) suggests
a connection between verses 2.1-10 with Upanisadic procedures to
approach a master in order to be instructed.

Thanks to the discrimination between real and unreal, the
sharp detachment arisen out of such a discrimination, and the will
to achieve release, a brahmana who has abandoned every action
and longs only for liberation becomes eligible to investigate into
the Absolute, as stated by Brahmasutra 1.1.1: athato brahmajijriasa.
Preceded by a reverent approach to a teacher established in bra-
hman and wellversed in the textual lore (see Mundaka Upanisad
1.2.12), this investigation proceeds in three steps, as stated by the
sruti (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2.4.5, 4.5.6): atma va re drastavyah
srotavyo mantavyo nididhyasitavyah. Hence, the second chapter
begins by showing that Arjuna — who discriminates between real
and unreal and longs for the supreme goal — has already (since
BhG 2.7) surrendered to the lord. Moreover, it is meant to convey
the instruction concerning the knowledge of the self and the non-
self revealed to Arjuna.33

According to the sruti passage ‘so ‘ham bhagavah socami tam ma
bhagavan chokasya param tarayatw’ (Chandogya Upanisad 7.1.3),
once a person who longs for release has taken refuge in the lord,
then the master, having granted him fearlessness, should instruct
him. In order to develop this message, Krsna teaches Arjuna from
2.1 onward.34

32 For more information, see Mahadevan 2003: 178-181.

33 BhG4 p. 55: sadasadvivekena tajjanitativravairagyena mumuksaya ca samnyasta-
sarvakarmano moksaikakamasya brahmanasya sadasadvivekavairagyadisadhana-
sampatsiddher brahmanatvasiddhes ca saphalyaya athato brahmajijniasa iti, atma va are
drastavyah Ssrotavyah iti tadvijianartham sa gurum evabhigacched ityadisrutyukia-
prakarena sadgurum srotriyam brahmanistam upasadya brahmavicarah kartavya ittmam
artham stcayitum sadasadvivekino rjunasya paramarthapeksinah sisyas te "ham sadhi
mam tvam prapannam itisvarapratipattim tasma isvarena kytam atmandatmajna-
nopadesaprakaram ca pratipadayitum dvityo “dhyaya arabhyate |.

34 BhG4 p. 55: tatradau so "ham bhagavah socami tam ma bhagavan sokasya param
tarayatu iti Sravanat samsaraduhkhena socantam svasaranam gatam mumuksum abha-
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Although Sankarananda glosses 2.10 in a cursory way, the typi-
cal Advaita nuance of his interpretation deserves a full quotation
(BhG4 p. 71):

he bharata, senayor ubhayor madhye visidantam madiya ete mriyanta iti
Socantam etan hatva taddosenaham nirayam yasyamity atmani niskriye
nirvikare kartytvadidharmasunya evanadyavidyayanatmataddharman
adhyasyaham karta, bhokteti viparitabhavena muhyantam tam arjunam
dystva paramakypaluh sribhagavan tatra ko mohah kah soka ekatvam
anupasyata ityadisrutiprasiddhabrahmatmaikatvajnanena vina nayam
dvaitabhramapravartakena bhedasastrena bodhyamanah sokasagaram
bhramamulakam tartum saknotiti matva padarthadvayasodhanapiiroa-
kam tajjianam upadidiksuh sann adau tvampadarthasodhanam
avatarayitum tadiyavytiam bhavan pandita it mama buddhir eva va
tava pandityam iti prahasann iva vacanam idam uvaca ||

O descendant of Bharata, thus at the mercy of grief in between the
two armies, [Arjuna] in this way anguished [thought] ‘These
[people] of mine will be killed’ [and] ‘Because of the sin of killing
them I will go to hell.” Having Arjuna superimposed due to begin-
ningless ignorance non-self and its characteristics on the inactive
self — which is unchanging, free from properties like agency, etc.
[such as] ‘Tam the agent, I am the enjoyer’ — after Krsna saw him
lamenting, the greatly merciful lord thought in this way with an
opposite feeling: “Without the knowledge of the identity of the self
and brahman — well-known sruti-passages such as “What bewilder-
ment, what sorrow can there be, regarding the self of he who sees
this oneness” (Isa Upanisad 7) — being instructed in a differentia-
ting discipline that reiterates the perceptual illusion of duality, he
will never overcome the ocean of grief the root of which lies in illu-
sion.” Therefore, [the lord] uttered such a speech desirous of
teaching the knowledge of that [identity] preceded by an analyti-
cal clarification on the meaning of the words [‘Thou’ (tvam) and
‘That’ (tat)],35 so as to reveal at the beginning the analytical cla-
rification of the meaning of the word ‘Thou,’ as if he were laugh-
ing at his [= Arjuna’s] behavior [through ironic expressions such
as] ‘You are a sage!’ or ‘I think that you indeed possess wisdom.’

yavacanapurvakam abhimukhikytya gurus tattvam bodhayed iti sucayitum tatha socitum
arjunam vivekavacanair bhagavan bodhayam aseti vaktum dhytarastram prati sanjaya
wvaca — tam |.

35 Chandogya Upanisad 6.8.7 {f.: tat tvam asi.
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The formal upadesa begins with 2.11 (BhG4 p. 73). Paraphrasing
Sankara analytically, Sankarananda considers and logically
explains the reason for Arjuna’s inappropriate anxiety, anguish,
and delusion. In addition, Krsna concludes that true wisdom is
seeing brahman always and everywhere (sada sarvatra brahma-
darsanam pandityam), ‘but Arjuna is without such a characteristic,
so he is a fool, not a wise man’ (BhG4 p. 73: ata uktalaksanabhavat
tvam mudha eva na tu pandita iti).

1.4 Hanumat

The Paisacabhasya (or Hanumadbhasya) is a less known but remark-
able commentary by Hanumat (a.k.a. Anjaneya or Pisaca).
Hanumat’s exact date is unknown (see Saha 2017: 264), but he is
mentioned by Vedanta DeSika (13""-14" c.) in his Tatparyacandrika
(see 4.2.1), a sub-commentary on Ramanuja’s Gitabhasya (see 4.2).

Before glossing 2.10, Hanumat clearly comments upon the
other parts of the BhG, and elucidates the passage I am focusing
on almost in the same way as Sridhara (BhG6 p- 72):

srinarayanah prasannavadanah sann ubhayoh senayor madhye visidan-
tam visadam kurvantam arjunam pratidam vaksyamanam vaco vakyam
uvaca.

The glorious Narayana, with a smiling face — in between the two
armies — uttered these words, this discourse which is going to be
pronounced to Arjuna who was grieving, who was expressing
grief.

Hanumat notes that BhG 1.23° to 2.9 is meant to prove that be-
coming is characterized by anguish and delusion and is rooted in
ignorance.37

Under 2.11 (BhG6 p. 81) Hanumat exposes his comments quite
scholastically. He says that Bhisma and other generals are not to
be mourned for two reasons: first, they have always been righteous

36 BhG 1.2: dystva tu pandavanikam vyadham duryodhanas tada | acaryam upa-
sangamya raja vacanam abravit ||.

37 BhG6 p. 72: atra ca dystva tu pandavanikam ity arabhya na yotsya iti govindam
uktva tasnim babhiva ha ity evamanto granthah praninam sokamohabahulah samsaro
vidyamula iti pradarsanarthatvena vyakhyeyah |.
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and live in conformity with dharma, so that their posthumous desti-
nies will be bright; second, their true nature is identical with the
supreme self (asocya na socya bhismadayah, dharmikatvat, vastutas ca
paramatmasvarupatvat) .

According to Hanumat (BhG6 p. 81), the word prajna means
‘knowledge of the supreme self,” and the words uttered by Arjuna
are meant to awaken it (prajna paramatmajnanam tannimittanms ca
vadan vacanantha bhasase). The panditas neither mourn for the
dead nor for the living. Consequently, the true meaning of the
word panditais ‘knower of the supreme aim’ (paramarthavid). This
is why Krsna says: ‘O Arjuna, you are a fool, where is your supreme
wisdom?’ (mudhas tvam prajiia parama kutas te).

1.5 Sadananda Yogindra

The Bhavaprakasa is a versified gloss in anusfubh meter composed
by Sadananda Yogindra (15" c.), the author of the popular
Advaita primer Vedantasara.3® As Sadananda himself says at the
beginning of the Bhavaprakasa, he substantially follows Sankara’s
BhGBh (wv. 9-10: 33-39; BhG4 pp. 7-8).

In the Bhavaprakasa Sadananda divides the BhG into three sec-
tions on the basis of “Thou art That’ (tat tvam asi; see n. 37): the
first six chapters present an exegesis of the word tvam, the second
of the word tat, and the last group elucidates the identity of the
two (Ww. 42—43). Before commenting upon 2.11, in the subsequent
verses (W. 44-79) Sadananda proposes a sort of synthesis of the
eighteen chapters of the poem.

In the commentary on 2.7 (BhG4 p. 66), Sadananda under-
lines that samsara is an ocean of defects (dosavaridhi, v. 1), and
therefore he lists the preliminary vedantic requirements, begin-
ning with the discrimination between real and unreal. Each por-
tion of the following verses 1.31c, 1.32a, 1.32c, 1.35¢, 1.38a, 1.46d,
2.5b offers details on the qualifications needed for the vedantic
teaching, together with the reverent approach one must have to-
ward the teacher (mityanityavastuviveka, thamutraphalaviraga,3®

38 For more information, see Mahadevan 2003: 207-211.

39 In wv. 6-7 of the gloss ad BhG 2.8 (BhG4 p. 68), Sadananda confirms that
Arjuna is endowed with ‘detachment from the enjoyments of the here-world and
the after-world’ (ihamutraphalaviraga).
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sama, dama, nirlobha, titiksa, guripasadana, vv. 3—7; see n. 9). Thus,
Arjuna becomes an ideal pupil, a perfect reservoir of a teaching
which dispels doubts concerning the summum bonum (v. 12).

The brief gloss on 2.10 is worth quoting (BhG4 p. 71):

evam apy arjune yuddham upeksitavatisvarah | naivopeksitavan ittham
andham pratyaha sarijayah || 1 || agatya senayor madhye yuddhodyoge-
na carjunam | prapnuvantam visadam ca sammoham yuddharodhakam
|| 2 || taccestaya hy anaucityam hasanena prakasayan | antaryami tam
aheso lajjabdhav majjayann wa || 3 || vaksyamanam idam cati-
gambhiram saravad vacah || 4 ||

Thus, even though Arjuna has disregarded war, the lord surely did
not overlook it. In this way Sanjaya replied to the blind [king] (1).
And, having arrived in between the two armies for the war-enter-
prise, showing with a laugh at Arjuna — who was the victim of
anguish and delusion, which prevents him from [entering into]
the battle — (2) the inappropriateness of his behaviour, the lord,
the interior controller, as if he were plunging him [= Arjuna] in a
sea of shame, uttered (3) these very deep and essential words,
which are about to be revealed (4).

Finally, commenting on 2.11 (BhG4 p. 74) Sadananda informs us
that Arjuna is the victim of two types of delusion (v. 1). The first
type depends upon the superimposition of the threefold body+°
on the pure and unchanging self. This raises the wrong ideas con-
cerning the phenomenal universe and the illusory notion about
the self being the body, etc. (vv. 2-3): all living beings are prey to
this first kind of delusion. The second type is that Arjuna per-
ceives the performance of his svadharma as a warrior as leading to
injustice (v. 4). Following Sankara, later on Sadananda states that,
when wisdom and foolishness occur in the same receptacle, itis an
extraordinary event. Furthermore, Sadananda puts this question
in Arjuna’s mouth: ‘Why do even sages feel anguish on separating
from their friends?’ (v. 14). Krsna immediately replies:

maivam dhimattvam etad bhol prahasayaiva kalpate | ye pandita guroh
Srutva vedantavisayam padam || 15 || brahmaikyam yuktibhir matva

4% Here the three bodies are the gross or physical body (sthulasarira), the sub-
tle body (s@tksmasarira) and the causal body (karanasarira).
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nididhyasya nirantaram | saksatkrtatmatattvas te nastavidyamala
budhah || 16 ||

O [Arjuna], it is not like that! That is not intelligence, [rather] it
is definitely [something] fit for derision. [On the contrary,] the
wise ones, having heard from their teacher the word whose con-
tent is Vedanta (15) and reflecting with [solid] reasonings on the
oneness of brahman, and meditating upon it for a long time, these
sages — once the filth of ignorance has been annihilated — real-
ize the reality of the self (16).

Following 2.11, the final verses maintain that sages neither grieve
for nor are deluded by, respectively, the separation from or asso-
ciation with the living or dead, be they friends or relatives, or
whoever (vv. 17-18). Sadananda also offers an analogy:

yatha svapne myto bandhur jroan va socyatam gatah | na tannimittako
moho jagare *py anuvartate || 19 || evam ajianajabhrantya kalpita ba-
ndhavo mytah | jrvanto va na te bodhe sokamohapradah satam || 20 ||

Just as a companion — dead or alive — in a dream becomes an
object of sorrow, but the delusion generated from this does not
follow when one wakes up (19), in the same way, dead or alive
companions — conceived [thus] by an illusion arisen from igno-
rance — do not provoke anguish and delusion in the sages that
have awaken to reality (20).

Thus, the beginning of Krsna’s teaching exhorts Arjuna to behave
as a sage, namely, a knower of the self, capable of discriminating
between impermanent bodies and permanent self, thus abandon-
ing the anguish caused by an epistemic blindness and establishing
himself in the firmness of self’s reality (v. 22).

Sadananda seems to interpret prahasann iva as a laugh of deri-
sion, without considering the value of ia. In any case, Krsna’s
intent is not just for the sake of mockery. On the contrary, while
laughing at Arjuna, and consequently making him feel shame, he
teaches him how to contrast his cry of weakness with the antidote
of a laughter of strength and Arjuna’s inertia with Krsna’s active
laughter.

1.6 Madhusudana Sarasvatr

One of the brightest stars in the galaxy of Advaita Vedanta is
Madhustudana Sarasvati (16" c., Pellegrini 2015). He composed
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the Gudharthadipika (GAD), a detailed gloss on the BhG, which
usually follows Sankara, but here and there dissents with him
(Pellegrini forthc.). A relevantissue to be taken into account while
reading the GAD is the Vaisnava — or better krsnaite — back-
ground of the kevaladvaitin Madhustudana. The verses are widely
commented on in a lucid style and plain language, far from the
complex technicalities of Madhusudana’s other works.

At the beginning of GAD (GAD p. 7, BhG2 p. 8, BhG4 p. 5),
after several introductory verses, Madhusuidana says that the main
purpose of the BhG is found in 2.11, a verse concerned with dispel-
ling impurities — such as anguish and delusion — through the
performance of one’s own duty, which leads to the accomplish-
ment of life’s goal. Like the dialogue between Janaka and
Yajnavalkya in the Upanisads, the dialogue between Krsna and
Arjuna in the BhG is dedicated to extolling knowledge. But what
is happening to Arjuna, who is known to be a valorous man? How
does it happen that his intellect is subdued by anguish and delu-
sion due to his affection for masters and companions? Indeed, he
wants to abandon the battlefield — the duty of a warrior — in
order to follow another’s duty — that is, a wandering life of alms:
this is why he sinks deep into confusion. But, having secured
Krsna’s supreme teaching, all anguish and doubt will be ultimate-
ly dispelled, and Arjuna will thus revert to his own duty and be-
comes fulfilled. The idea is that Arjuna, as the lord’s pupil, is the
model of every eligible person.#!

As done by Daivajna Pandita Surya (see 1.1.2) and Sadananda
Yogindra (see 1.5), while commenting on BhG 2.6 Madhusudana
also highlights the Vedantic requirements as expressed in the
BhG. He shows that some peculiarities of the person eligible for
the teaching are presented in the previous part of the text. Under
1.31cd4* Madhusudana recollects the passage on acquisitions
(yoga) and their conservation (ksema)43 and equates the destiny of
a warrior slain in battle with that of a wandering ascetic, who aims

4! Unlike Saﬁkara, Madhusudana comments upon the entire first chapter and
the opening ten verses of the second.

42 BhG 1.31cd: na ca sreyo ‘nupasyami hatva svajanam ahave |.

43 See BhG 9.22: ananyas cintayanto mam ye janah paryupasate | tesam nitya-
bhiyuktanam yogaksemam vahamy aham ||.
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at attaining the summum bonum as established by several passages
of the sruti such as “The good is one thing, the gratifying is quite
another’ (Katha Upanisad 1.2.1). Whatever differs from this goal is
not the summum bonum: here Madhusudana sees the discrimina-
tion between permanent and impermanent (nityanityavastuvive-
ka). BhG 1.32ab44 conveys the detachment from this-world results
and those of the otherworld, and 1.35%5 underlines this point.
Then, 1.444% teaches that the self is beyond the gross body. BhG
1.32¢#7 refers to mental control (sama), and 1.32d4® to sensory con-
trol (dama). Verse 1.384 conveys the absence of greed (nirlo-
bhata), and 1.46° the virtue of forbearance (titiksa). In synthesis,
BhG’s first chapter is dedicated to the means of renunciation, and
— on the basis of 2.55 — the second treats the life of wandering
renunciants.

In the gloss on 2.7 (GAD pp. 50-52, BhG2 p. 36, BhG4 pp.
65-66), Madhusudana continues to connect BhG verses with the
steps leading a pupil to approach an authoritative teacher and
attain the Vedantic teaching. Eligible for such an instruction is he
who is aware of the defects of the phenomenal experience and
totally rejects it. Then, as Arjuna does with Krsna, such a man
reverently approaches a teacher according to the rule.

In 2.7, Arjuna’s desire to approach Krsna as a teacher arises
because of the crisis taking place in him, when he sees Bhisma and
the other heroes. So, having highlighted Arjuna’s aspiration for a
life of alms, as described by the sruti passage ‘... vyutthayatha
bhiksacaryam caranti’ (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.5.1), and resor-
ting to the stratagem of his despondency, with the word karpanya

44 BhG 1.32ab: na kankse vijayam kysna na ca rajyam sukhani ca |.

45 BhG 1.35: etan na hantum icchami ghnato *pi madhusudana | api trailokyarajya-
sya hetoh kim nu mahikyte ||.

45 BhG 1.44: utsannakuladharmanam manusyanam janardana | narake niyatam
vaso bhavatity anususruma ||.

47 BhG 1.32c: kim no rajyena govinda |[...].

48 BhG 1.32d: kim bhogair jivitena va ||.

49 BhG 1.38: yady apy ete na pasyanti lobhopahatacetasal | kulaksayakrtam dosam
mitradrohe ca patakam ||.

5° BhG 1.46: yadi mam apratikaram asastram Sastrapanayah | dhartarastra rane
hanyus tan me ksemataram bhavet ||.

5 BhG 2.5: guran ahatoa hi mahanubhavan sreyo bhoktum bhaiksyam apiha loke |
hatvarthakamams tu guran ihaiva bhunjiya bhogan rudhirapradigdhan ||.
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‘compassion’ the text discloses his reverent approach to the
teacher.5?

Probably borrowing his considerations from Kesava Kasmir1
Bhattacarya (see 6.1), Madhusudana focuses on the meaning of
the word karpanya. In everyday life, a ‘miser’ (krpana) is someone
who does not tolerate even the slightest loss of money or goods.
On the other hand, the srutistates: ‘yo va etad aksaram gargy aviditva
asmal lokat praiti sa krpanal’ (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.15,
3.8.10).53 A miser is whoever does not know the self and has not
attained the supreme goal. The abstract form of the word kypana
is karpanya, which is nothing but the superimposition of the non-
self on the self. Due to this superimposition, a defect such as the
stubborn attachment characterized by the sense of mine has
obscured the ksatriya nature of Arjuna.>4

GAD ad 2.8 (pp. 54-55; BhG2 pp. 37-38, BhG4 p. 68) shows
that, once Arjuna has surrendered himself, he takes refuge in
Krsna, who alone is capable of removing anguish and delusion,
just like Narada did with the sage Sanatkumara in Chandogya
Upanisad 7.1.3.55 After this, Madhusudana focuses on the nature of
the two kingdoms, that of this world and that of the otherworld,

52 GAD (pp. 50-52; BhG2 p. 36, BhG4 pp. 65-66): gurapasadanam idanim pra-
tipadyate samadhigatasamsaradosajatasyatitaram nirvinnasya vidhivad gurum upasan-
nasyaiva vidyagrahane ‘dhikarat | tad evam bhismadisamkatavasat | vyutthayatha
bhiksacaryam carantiti srutisiddhabhiksacarye ‘rjunasyabhilasam pradarsya vidhivad
gurapasattim api tatsankatavyajenaiva darsayati karpanyeti | yah svalpam api vit-
laksatim na ksamate sa krpana iti loke prasiddhah | tadvidhatvad akhilo ‘natmavid
apraptapurusarthataya kypano bhavati | yo va etad aksaram gargy aviditva asmal lokat
praiti sa kypana iti sruteh | tasya bhavah karpanyam anaimadhyasavattvam tannimitto
'smin janmany eta eva madiyas tesu hatesu kim jrvitenety abhinivesarupo mamatalaksano
dosas tenopahatas tiraskytah svabhavah ksatro yuddhodyogalaksano yasya sa tatha |.

33 Baladeva Vidyabhuisana (see 8.2) reuses several parts of the GAD in his own
commentary.

54 The rest of the gloss focuses on a sort of analysis of the interior troubles of
Arjuna: ‘What is justice? To kill enemies or protect them? Is it right to protect the
earth, or is it right to live in the forest?” But, Arjuna by himself is unable to find
a solution and therefore asks Krsna to reveal what is best. Then, the text offers
some other considerations accompanied by Upanisadic quotations such as
Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12 and Taittiriya Upanisad 3.1.

55 The same was done by Sankarananda’s Tatparyabodhini (BhG4 p. 66) and
later by Baladeva Vidyabhuisana’s Gitabhusana.
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and — as it is said in Chandogya Upanisad 8.1.65° — he points out
that both are impermanent. Hence, what follows is an inferential
formula based on a positive invariable concomitance (anvaya-
vyapti):57 “Whatever is produced is impermanent’ (yat krtakam tad
anityam). Madhusudana adds that, besides inference, direct per-
ception also proves that objects of this world are subject to destruc-
tion. More than this, all the enjoyments of this world, as well as of
the otherworld, are ultimately unable to remove anguish.

In the gloss on 2.9 (GAD pp. 55-56, BhG2 p. 38, BhG4 p. 69),
Madhustudana simply contextualizes the verse and provides a para-
etymological derivation of the term govinda, who is Krsna,
Hrsikesa, the one who triggers all sensorial faculties (sarve-
ndriyapravartaka), the inner controller (antaryamin). Addressing
Krsna with these two epithets, the BhG suggests that he is the
omniscient almighty, so it is very easy for him to remove Arjuna’s
delusion (govindahysikesapadabhyam sarvajnatvasarvasaktitvasicaka-
bhyam bhagavatas tanmohapanodanam anayasasadhyam iti sucitam):
this of course justifies a smile or a laugh.

Madhusudana’s reading of 2.10 is worth quoting at length

(GAD pp. 56-57, BhG2 pp. 38-39, BhG4 pp. 70-71):

[...]1 senayor ubhayor madhye yuddhodyamenagatya tadvirodhinam
visadam moham prapnuvantam tam arjunam prahasann wanucitacara-
naprakasanena lajjambudhaw majjayann wa hysikesah sarvantaryami
bhagavan idam wvaksyamanam asocyan iltyadi vacah parama-
gambharartham anucitacaranaprakasakam uktavan na tupeksitavan ity
arthah | anucitacaranaprakasanena lajjotpadanam prahasah | lajja ca
dulkhatmiketi dvesavisaya eva sa mukhyah | arjunasya tu bhaga-
vatkypavisayatvad anucitacaranaprakasanasya ca vivekotpattihetutvad
ekadalabhavena gauna evayam prahasa iti kathayitum ivasabdah |
lajjam utpadayitum iva vivekam utpadayitum arjunasyanucitacaranam
bhagavata prakasyate | lajjotpattis tu nantartyakatayastu mastu veti na
vivaksiteti bhaval | yadi hi yuddharambhat prag grhe eva sthito yu-
ddham upekseta tada nanucitam kuryat | mahata samrambhena tu yu-

58 Chandogya Upanisad 8.1.6: ‘So, in the way that here the condition acquired
through action is exhausted, likewise the world up there, gained through merits,
is exhausted’ (tad yatheha karmajito lokah kstyata evam evamutra punyajito lokah ksiya-
ta iti Sruteh).

57 See Pellegrini 2018: 289-290.
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ddhabhumav agatya tadupeksanam attvanucitam iti kathayitum senayor
ity adivisesanam | etac casocyan ityadau spastam bhavisyati || 10 ||

To him, who — having reached the position in between the two
armies for war-engagement — experiences anguish and a delu-
sion which is opposed to that [war], Hysikesa — the glorious lord
and interior controller — almost laughing, as though plunging
him into a sea of shame by exhibiting [his] inappropriate con-
duct, 8 uttered to [that] Arjuna those words starting with asocyan
(BhG 2.11) which are about to be expressed, whose meaning is
utterly profound, and which throw light on [his] inappropriate
conduct, but do not disregard it. By displaying an inappropriate
conduct, derision generates shame, and such shame is substantia-
ted by sorrow. And the content of its primary [meaning] is repul-
sion. Nevertheless, since Arjuna is the reservoir of the grace of the
glorious lord, and since throwing light on his inappropriate
behavior is done with the aim of triggering discrimination in him,
such derision is only metaphoric due to the lack of one of these
[constitutive] elements [i.e. the arousal of shame]. In order to
express this, there is the word 7va. As if it were giving rise to shame,
the lord displays Arjuna’s inappropriate conduct in order to pro-
duce discrimination. On the other hand, the meaning is that the
lord intents to express [such an option]: is shame arising as the
immediate consequence [of the laugh] or not? Indeed, if
[Arjuna] had disregarded the war by staying at home before the
beginning of the battle, then he would have done nothing inap-
propriate. But having reached the battlefield with great enthu-
siasm, his avoidance of the war is definitely inappropriate (2.10).

Here prahasann iva is interpreted as ‘almost laughing.” Indeed,
although Krsna does not manifest a full-fledged laugh, his expres-
sion is meant to teach that what Arjuna is doing and thinking is
inappropriate for several reasons. Such a hint of laughter is meant
to generate a counter-feeling, leading Arjuna to recognize that his
reaction is out of place. This mood of laughter is induced when
someone acts contrary to his/her svadharma (see Rigopoulos infra
1.3), so he/she is the object of mockery due to his/her inappro-
priate behaviour. But this is not a criticism for the sake of criticism.
On the contrary, the real purport of the bhagavatis highlighted by

58 See also Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura’s Sararthavarsinittka 2.7.1 and
Baladeva Vidyabhusana’s Gitabhisana 2.7.2.
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wva, which suggests that his derision is aimed at triggering Arjuna’s
discrimination.

In the first part of GAD ad 2.11 (p. 57; BhG2 p. 39, BhG4 p. 72),
Madhustudana returns to the gloss on 2.10 and writes:

tatrarjunasya yuddhakhye svadharme svato jatapi pravyttir dvidhena
mohena tannimittena sokena ca pratibaddheti |

Although it has arisen by nature, Arjuna’s inclination towards his
own duty — called war — is obstructed by two kinds of delusion,
and by the anguish caused by them.5?

Thus, this twofold delusion of Arjuna should be removed. The first
delusion is the superimposition of self that is free from any relation
whatsoever with the phenomenal properties on the ultimately false
phenomenal world. This superimposition is common to all living
beings and takes place because of lack of discrimination due to a
threefold limiting condition, constituted by two bodies (gross and
subtle) and their respective cause, thatis, the causal body, which is
the same ignorance of the self. The realization of the pure self
removes this first form of delusion.®® The second delusion is spe-
cific and depends on the defect of compassion which afflicts
Arjuna, who sees a form of injustice in the violence of war. This
delusion is erased by understanding that, although full of violence,
war is the warrior’s own duty (dharma), so it cannot be injustice
(adharma) .°* Hence, Madhusudana concludes that, once the cause
of anguish has withdrawn, anguish necessarily comes to an end:%?
there is no need of any further means.

59 This viewpoint was already developed by Sadananda (see 1.5) ad BhG 2.11
(v. 1, BhG4 p. 74).

60 Here I paraphrase GAD (p. 57; BhG2 p. 39, BhG4 pp. 72-73): tatratmani
svaprakasaparamanandariupe sarvasamsaradharmasamsargini sthulasuksmasarira-
dvayatatkaranavidyakhyopadhitrayavivekena mithyabhiatasyapi samsarasya satyatva-
tmadharmatvadipratibhasarupa ekah sarvapranisadharanal |.

61 Here I also paraphrase the following passage of GAD (p. 57; BhG2 p. 39,
BhG4 p. 72): aparas tu yuddhakhye svadharme himsadibahulyenadharmatvaprati-
bhasarupo riunasyaiva karunadidosanibandhano ’sadharanah | evam upadhitrayavive-
kena suddhatmasvarapabodhal prathamasya nirvartakah | dvitiyasya tu himsadimattoe
‘i yuddhasya svadharmatvenadharmatvabhavabodho ‘sadharanah |.

2 A common rule states that effects cannot persist without their causes. See
the Vaisesikasutra 1.2.1-2, 4.1.3 and 5.2.18 (ed. pp. 37-38, 147, 184) along with the
Yogasutra 2.25 (ed. pp. 23, 96).
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The final sections of the GAD ad 2.11 (pp. 58-59; BhG2 pp.
41-44, BhG4 p. 73) focus on the perception of the panditas, whose
knowledge of the reality of the self is generated by reflection
(vicara): they do not care about the dead or the living, whereas
Arjuna’s perception is completely different from theirs. For these
panditas the phenomenal world disappears during samadhi and
thus there is no trace of masters, friends, companions, relatives or
whoever else. And although, once they emerge from samadhi,®3
the world reappears, the panditas have ascertained it as being illu-
sory and false (vyutthanasamaye tatpratibhase 'pi mysatvena niscayat).
In the classical example of the rope mistaken for a snake, once the
illusion of the snake is dissolved, fear and trembling are no longer
justified.

Madhustudana proposes another classical example: when the
normal sense of taste is subdued by hepatitis, even molasses taste
bitter owing to an excess of bile. But once the person is cured,
despite this invalid perception he/she will not search for molasses
when craving for something bitter because the ascertainment of
sweetness is definitely stronger. Hence, since the illusion consist-
ing in mourning for those who should not be mourned is due to
the ignorance of the nature of the self, once this ignorance is
dispelled through knowledge, such an illusion can no longer per-
sist.

1.7 Nilakantha Caturdhara

Nilakantha Caturdhara (second half of the 17" c.) was a non-du-
alist who wrote the Bharatabhavadipa (or Bhavadipa), a commenta-
ry on the entire Mahabharata, which obviously covers also the
BhG.% This work is characterized by a formalized expression typi-
cal of the period in which Nilakantha lived, completely dominated
by the navyanyaya style and meta-idiom. Indeed, he presents more
or less the same arguments of his predecessors but expressing
them in a formalized style.

%3 On the different perspectives concerning the conditions of samadhi and
vyutthana, see Yogasutra 3.37 with commentaries (ed. pp. 41, 156).

64 Saha (2017: 264) refers to Nilakantha as Nilakantha Siri, who lived in
Maharashtra in the 16" c. He was the son of Govinda Siiri, a Marathi-speaking
brahmin, whose family had established itself in the modern district of Ahmad-
nagar in Maharashtra (Gode 1942: 146-161).
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While commenting on 2.1-3 (BhG6 p. 64), Nilakantha says that
the words of Arjuna in 1.37 (svajanam hi katham hatva sukhinah
syam madhava) are not due to a compassion characterized by the
desire to eradicate others’ sorrows (na tu dayaya paraduhkhapraha-
neccharupaya), but out of affection for master, fathers, compa-
nions, friend, relatives, etc. This is a kind of delusion, which reach-
es its peak in 2.6 (yan eva hatva na jiyrvisamah) .

Nilakantha’s interpretation of 2.10 (BhG6 p. 73) is not de-
tailed:

muadho ’py ayam amudhavad vadatiti prahasann ia | idam vaksya-
manam |

This is about to be expressed [in v. 2.11], that ‘Even though he is
afool, he is speaking as if he were not one,’ [that is the reason for]
prahasann va.

In the gloss on 2.11 (BhG6 pp. 82-83), Nilakantha exemplifies a
sort of formalization through a couple of inferences. Arjunais the
victim of two types of delusion: 1) the idea that the self dies with
the death of the body, and 2) the idea that his own duty — war —
constitutes adharma.%s The lord aims to uproot the first type of
delusion with twenty slokas — beginning with BhG 2.11 —, sub-
stantially analogous to the aphorisms on the science of the abso-
lute (brahmavidya).®® The idea is that only a limiting condition
such as the body is subject to death, so that when Arjuna is pained
for Bhisma, etc., he is completely wrong. This is why even though
he utters wise words — as in 1.42c¢ (patanti pitaro hy esam) and 1.44c¢
(narake niyatam vasah) — he acts like a fool. The probans for this is
given in 2.11cd: gatasun agatasun ca nanusocanti panditah. From this
we deduce that what is truly desired is the vital breath, and not the
body.®” Therefore, inferentially speaking: ‘the self is different

65 This same twofold delusion is also explained by Sadananda Yogindra (see
1.5, ad BhG 2.11 v. 1; BhG4 p. 74) and Madhusudana Sarasvati (see 1.6) in GAD
ad 2.11 (p. 57; BhG4 p. 72, BhG2 p. 39).

66 He corroborates his position through a passage of the sruti ‘It is indeed this
[body] that perishes deprived of the individual self; the individual self does not
perish!” (Chandogya Upanisad 6.11.3, jrvapetam va va kiledam mriyate, na jrvo mriyate).

67 As stated in Chandogya Upanisad 7.15.1: ‘Breath is indeed the father, it is the
mother, it is the master!” (prano ha pita prano mata prana acaryah).
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from the body because it is sentient, unlike a pot; [and] the body
is not sentient, because it can be experienced, like a pot’ (tasmad
atma dehad anyah, cetanatvat, vyatirekena ghatavat | deho na cetanah,
drsyatvat, ghatavat |).%8

yadi dehas cetanah syat myte pi tatra caitanyam wpalabhyeta, tasmad
dehanasenatmanasam manvano markha evasity arthal |

The meaning is: if the body were sentient, once dead there would
still be consciousness;®? thus, if you consider that with the destruc-
tion of the body even the self is destroyed, you are a fool.

In closing, Nilakantha says that this is a typical explanation of logi-
cians (tarkikavyakhyana). Itis a fact that Arjuna is saying something
that wise, learned people would never say.

1.8 Vamsidhara Misra

We have very scanty information on Vamsidhara Misra, who wrote
the Vamsz, a gloss of Advaita inspiration on the BhG, which ex-
plains prahasann iva under 2.10 (BhG7 pp. 33-34):

prahasann wva prahasan prakystahasam kurvan jano yatha prasanna-
mukho bhavati tatha prasannamukhah sann ity arthah | hystkesatvena
sarvantaryamitaya bhaktavatsalataya ca bhagavatah svasakalabhakta-
samuddharaphalakaparamarthatattvaprakasanasya svacikirsitasyaiva
arjunasya Sokamoharipam nimittam asritya ayam isto vasarah sam-
prapta iti bhagavatas cetasi samjata, tasya mukhacandre pi pradura-
bhad ity asayah |

This is the meaning [of prahasann iva]: [Hrsikesa], by laughing,
produced a strong laugh like a common man, he became happy-
faced, [that is] displays a happy face. The glorious lord — who
wished to illustrate the supreme principle whose fruitis the rescue

68 Here two inferences are presented. The first is meant to prove that the self
is sentient, and gives a negative (vyatireka) instance (dystanta): the selfis different
from a pot, because it is sentient, whereas the property of the ‘negative instance’
(vipaksa) is opposite to that of the probandum (sadhya). The second inference has
a positive instance (sapaksa), where in both the sapaksa and the sadhya the same
dharma inheres, namely, the property of being the object of empirical experien-
ce (drsyatva, lit. ‘visibility’), gained through the means of knowledge. See
Pellegrini 2018: 289-290.

59 From a naiyayika perspective, this is a hypothetical reasoning (tarka), whe-
reas from the perspective of those who accept it as a different means of know-
ledge, it is a postulation (arthapatti). See Pellegrini 2018: 293-294, 297-299.
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of all his devotees — is the impeller of the sense faculties, the
inner controller of all and the beloved of devotees. Having re-
course to the anguish and delusion of Arjuna as a pretext, in the
lord’s consciousness [the thought] ‘the right occasion has arrived’
arose, and it manifested itself even in his moon-face. This is the
purport.

Krsna’s joyful laughter is due to the fact that Arjuna’s anguish is
the pretext for the lord’s intervention, which will lead his devotee
to the supreme goal. Hence, a slight smile rises on his face like the
moon.

In the gloss on 2.11 (BhG?7 pp. 34-35), Vamsidhara divides the
BhG in various sections: from 1.1 to 2.10 there is the introduction,
which is useful for showing to all living beings that the cause of all
defects (anguish, delusion, etc.), i.e. the seed of becoming, is igno-
rance. From 2.11 to 18.66 there is the principal section of the text
(angt granthah), where Arjuna is instructed on the adhyatmasastra.

2. Kashmirian Saiva-Bhedabheda commentaries

In this section I shall deal briefly with some of the commentators
of the Saiva Kashmirian traditions,” as well as the aupadhika-
bhedabhedavadin Bhaskara. The reason for including Bhaskara in
this group is because he usually”* commented upon the Kashmiri-
an recension of the BhG (hereafter BhGk).

What is remarkable in the BhGk (Piano 2017: 98-99; Kato 2016:
1109) is a clearer reading of 2.12b (vulgata 2.11b) on prajravan
nabhibhasase ‘you do not speak as a wise man,’ instead of the vulga-
la’s problematic reading prajiavadams ca bhasase. In particular,
Kato 2016 proposes a survey of traditional interpretations of 2.11b
and the scholars’ understanding of it, arriving at the conclusion
that the BhGK’s reading (prajnavan nabhibhasase) is more plausible,
even though abhibhasaseis comparatively rarer than bhasase.

79 According to Saha (2017: 274), Vasugupta (9" c.), the commentator of the
Sivasutras, also wrote the Vasavittka, a commentary on the BhG that seems to be
available only in manuscript form.

7' Isay ‘usually’ because in some parts of his commentary Bhaskara also seems
to follow the vulgata or, as pointed out by Kato (2014: 1145-1146), perhaps an ear-
lier version of the Kashmirian recension, followed by Ramakantha and Abhi-
navagupta.
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2.1 Bhaskara

In addition to a commentary on the Brahmasutra, Bhaskara (8t c.;
Saha 2017: 272-273) also wrote the Bhagavadasayanusarana on the
BhG. This seems to be the oldest commentary after Sankara’s
BhGBh. The Bhagavadasayanusarana was edited by Subhadro-
padhyaya (1965) and studied by van Buitenen (1965) and Kato
(2014: 1144-1145), according to whom the text in its present form
is very corrupt.

Bhaskara’s commentary on 2.10 is terse and ignores the parti-
cle iva and the preverb pra- (BhGs p. 41).

tam arjunam senayor madhye yathoktena prakarena sidamanam yu-
ddham prati tyaktotsaham hysikeso hasann idam vaksyamanam vakyam
aha |

To that Arjuna, seated in the said way in between the two armies,
who had abandoned enthusiasm toward war, Hrsikesa, laughing,
uttered this sentence which is about to be expressed.

Despite the scanty gloss, the last sentence of Bhaskara’s commen-
tary adds a remarkable consideration: ‘Great souls usually smile
before speaking’ (mahatmanah kila smitapwrvabhibhasino bhavanti).

The idea that Krsna, like all mahatmans, smiles before speaking,
indicates a shared characteristic, herein expressed by a ladguna-
samvijnanabahuvrihi compound where the first member is a past
participle (from root vsmi). Moreover, the next verse of the BhGk
seems to hint at a double entendre given that in place of 2.11 of the
vulgata it reads:

tvam ma’nugenopahata’mam’tmd
visadamohabhibhavad visamjriah |

krpagrhitah samaveksya bandhin
abhiprapannan mukham antakasya ||

You — whose soul is troubled by human compassion, due to over-
whelming anguish and delusion — are without discernment. You
have been seized by tenderness having seen [your] companions
approaching the jaws of death.”?

72 See Zaehner 1969: 125: ‘Vanquished by dejection and delusion, devoid of
wit, your inmost self has been upset by what is [all too] human; pity has seized
upon you because you see your kinsmen enter into the jaws of death’; and Gnoli
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The information provided by this verse, added to BhGk 2.12 (=
vulgata 2.11, prajnavadams ca bhasase), sketches a clear picture of
what Krsna is saying to Arjuna, i.e. that he is obnubilated and lacks
viveka, being concerned with what should not concern him. Yet
the lord’s hint of laughter is not meant to ridicule Arjuna. It rather
shows Krsna’s surprise, because at that crucial time Arjuna is unre-
cognizable. His intellect, consciousness and discriminating faculty
are obstructed, have somehow collapsed: this is the reason for the
lord’s mockery.”3

2.2 Abhinavagupta

The commentary on the BhGk of the famous Kashmirian philoso-
pher Abhinavagupta (10"-11" ¢.) is called Gitarthasamgraha. He
points out that the BhG’s first chapter is just an introduction to
the rest of the poem (BhG2 p. 8). According to him, the enmity
between Pandavas and Kauravas should be symbolically interpret-
ed as a perpetual conflict between knowledge and ignorance:
each tries to subdue the other. Abhinavagupta adds that there are
two types of people who are ineligible to receive the teaching: 1)
the ignorant, who do not even have a speck of knowledge (anu-
tpannavidyalesavakasa), and 2) the wise, who have totally eradicat-
ed ignorance (nirmulitasamastavidyapraparica). Any instruction
given to these two categories is fruitless. The best candidates for
the instruction leading to liberation are the doubtful ones.

While glossing 2.5-6 (BhG2 pp. 35-36, 39), Abhinavagupta
anticipates that the phrase ‘in between the two armies’ suggests
that Arjuna is overcome by doubt but has not yet decided to
withdraw from the war. This is why Arjuna begs for instruction and
— being doubtful — is eligible for it. Finding himself in between
the two armies he is exactly in between knowledge and ignorance;
therefore, unable to decide, he is instructed later on by the lord.7#

(1976: 57): ‘Tu sei turbato, dentro di te, dalla tua stessa umanita e istupidito dal-
I’offuscamento ed avvilimento che ti sopraffanno. Tu sei pervaso dalla compas-
sione, vedendo i tuoi parenti entrare nelle fauci della morte.’

73 BhG5 p. 42: visamjiio vyavahitadivyajianah samuvytia iti | itas copahasakaranam
| samjrianam samjnia visista buddhih | vigata vyavahita va samjna asyeti visamjialh |
upahatantaraima |.

74 See also Marjanovic 2002: 25-44 and Gnoli 1976: 56-57.
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2.3 Anandavardhana

In his commentary on the BhG entitled Jrnanakarmasamuccaya or
Anandavardhini, Anandavardhana follows the BhGk. Saha (2017:
274) thinks that the author of the Jiianakarmasamuccaya is the
same as the rhetorician Anandavardhana (9™ c., author of the
Dhvanyaloka), even though Belvalkar (1941: 5) had already point-
ed out that the Anandavardhana of the Jianakarmasamuccaya
quotes from Abhinavagupta (Belvalkar 1941: 3). He was probably
a 17" c. commentator. On 2.10 he writes (BhG1 p. 27):

tam partham ubhayoh senayor madhye proktaprakarena sidamanam
Sokabhibhutam yuddham prati tyaktotsaham prahasann iva vikyta-
cestadarsanad wpahasann twa hystkanam indriyanam isah prerayita
paramatmasvaruapas caturatma bhagavan | dehahambhavanavirbhata-
mithyajnananivytter sambhava iti tattvopadesapirvam svakarmani pra-
vartayisur (sic for pravivartayisur) dehadehinoh samyogaviyoga-
svarapam uddisann wvacety arthah ||

To the son of Prtha, who in the said way sat in between the two
armies overwhelmed by anguish, with the enthusiasm for war lost,
the lord who is the compeller of the sense-organs and of all facul-
ties, the glorious of the nature of the supreme self with its four
states, with a hint of laughter, [that is] nearly mocking him by
observing his modified gestures, spoke, desirous of leading him
again to his own [fighting] occupation by showing him how the
body and its owner are associated and separated from one an-
other, according to the teaching ‘The removal of the false notion
that arises from the idea of “I” [superimposed] on the body is pos-
sible.” This is the meaning.

Here prahasann iva seems to mean ‘nearly mocking.’

3. Jaanesvar

Beside the Sanskrit commentarial traditions, there are countless
vernacular glosses on the BhG. Although my analysis is based on
the Sanskrit sources, I deal here with a single outstanding excep-
tion, an enormously important Marathi gloss, namely the Jriane-
Svart or Bhavarthadipika composed (probably in 1290) by Jnane-
svar (or Jnanadev, traditional dates 1275-1296), the founder of
the Varkari Panth consisting in a synthesis of Advaita Vedanta
tenets, Saiva Natha traditions, and Krsna bhakti.
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Commenting on Arjuna’s refusal to fight, Jianesvari 1.83 ends
with these words: ‘Lord Krishna was astonished to see him in such
a condition’ (Kripananda 1989: 17). Jnanesvar devotes seven vers-
es (84-90) to the interpretation of BhG 2.10, focusing on praha-
sann iwa in 88-90. Here is the translation of Swami Kripananda

(1989: 17-18):

He said to Himself, what is he thinking of? Arjuna is quite igno-
rant. What can be done? (84). How can he be brought back to his
senses? How can he be made to take heart? Just as an exorcist con-
siders how to cast out an evil spirit, (85) or just as a physician who
finds someone suffering from a dangerous illness, as the crisis
approaches, instantly prescribes a magic remedy like nectar, (86)
similarly, between the two armies, Krishna reflected on how
Arjuna could cast off his infatuation (87). Having decided what to
do, He began to speak in an angry tone, just as a mother’s love is
often concealed in her anger (88). The potency of nectar is hid-
den in the bitter taste of medicine. Even though it is not outward-
ly visible, it is revealed by the effectiveness of the medicine (89).
In the same way, Krishna spoke to Arjuna with words which,
though seemingly bitter, were actually very sweet (90).

Krsna’s apparently harsh behavior, his angry tone and bitter words
are understood to be like a medicine, i.e., the medium of his grace
(prasada) which flows through unusual paths, as the BhG itself will
state later (18.37ab):

yat tad agre visam iva pariname ‘mytopamam |

That [joy] which is at the beginning like poison, but then trans-
forms [itself] into nectar [...]

4. Visistadvaita

Other important commentators of the BhG are found among the
followers of the Vedanta wvisisiadvaita, which traditionally devel-
oped from Nathamuni (9™ c.) and ISvaramuni (9™ c.), through
Yamuna Muni (10" c.), Ramanuja (11" c.), Venkatanatha
(13"-14"" ¢.) and other important authors and interpreters. The
theistic Vaisnava visistadvaitins — along with Bhaskara — were the
earliest direct adversaries of Sankara’s interpretation of the BhG.
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4.1 Yamuna Muni

The first Visistadvaita reading of the BhG is the Gutarthasamgraha
of Yamuna Muni (10" c.), also known as Alavantar, ‘the victo-
rious,” who is held to be the predecessor of Ramanuja in the line
of the school (Saha 2017: 265-266). In thirty-two stanzas, he ex-
poses the essence of the BhG, which is Visnu-Narayana, the su-
preme brahman. He divides the eighteen chapters of the text the-
matically into three groups of six chapters, each dedicated to a
particular kind of yoga: karmayoga, bhaktiyoga, and jranayoga. Due
to the extreme conciseness of his work, Yamuna does not touch on
the subject under examination, but hints at it marginally in stanza
5 (BhG6 p. 24):

asthanasnehakarunyadharmadharmadhiyakulam |
partham prapannam uddisya sastravataranam kytam ||

The opening of the textual teaching has been done by addressing
Partha who — having totally surrendered [to the lord] — is trou-
bled by misplaced affection and pity, as well as by the [thought of
what is] dharma and [what is] adharma.

4.1.1 Venkatanatha

The Gutarthasamgraharaksa by Venkatanatha (a.k.a. Vedanta Desi-
ka, 13'"-14" c.) is often indispensable for understanding the terse
wording of the Gitarthasamgraha. Venkatanatha (BhG6 p. 24) says
that in the first four stanzas of his work Yamuna Muni refers to the
meaning of the entire BhG and to the purport of each of its three
groups of six chapters. From v. 5 to v. 23, Yamuna briefly explains
the meaning of each chapter of the BhG. While glossing on v. 5,
Venkatanatha adds relevant information. Although Vyasa — the
traditional author of the BhG — separated the first chapter from
the second, there is a connection between the principal teaching,
concerned with the removal of Arjuna’s anguish, and the opening
section, describing how the hero’s despondency had arisen.
Following this pattern, under v. 5§ Venkatanatha summarizes the
first chapter along with the opening section of the second. It is
precisely to point this out that Ramanuja’s commentary on BhG
2.9 (BhG6 p. 71) quotes and elucidates this passage of the Gita-
rthasamgraha. While Venkatanatha does not say anything specific
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about prahasann iva, nonetheless he explicitly affirms that, since
Arjuna has surrendered to the lord, he is to be taken as a model of
the eligibility for the teaching, and quotes the passage asya moho
na samyatiti matva ‘Having thought “his delusion does not come to
an end!” Thus, says Venkatanatha, vv. 2.10 to 2.12 are to be under-
stood as the true beginning of the teaching.

4.2 Ramanuja

Riminuja commented upon the Brahmasutra with the Sribhasya
and on the BhG with the Gutabhasya (or Visistadvaitabhasya), and is
therefore known as the bhasyakara of Visistadvaita. Due to his
pivotal position in ViSistadvaita, his commentary on the BhG is
highly esteemed. There are two main hermeneutic tools for inve-
stigating Ramanuja’s commentary on the BhG: one earlier, name-
ly, Yamuna Muni’s Gitarthasamgraha, and one later, i.e. the lucid
sub-commentary 7Tatparyacandrika by Venkatanatha (Raghavachar
1990: XI).

Like Sankara, Ramanuja observes that Krsna is not simply
addressing Arjuna but all living beings who long for release. The
central theme is devotion to the supreme Krsna-Narayana, since in
Visistadvaita bhakti is considered the utmost way for realizing the
divine. Devotion is said to develop through knowledge and action.
These main themes are briefly anticipated in Ramanuja’s intro-
duction to the poem and find an analytical focus in specific places
of his commentary (Raghavachar 1990: XI1-x11).

Like Yamuna, Ramanuja divides the BhG into three groups of
six chapters each. The first six chapters, according to Ramanuja,
deal with the method the individual self must follow to vanquish
bondages. The ascent consists in the intellectual comprehension
of the nature of the self, the adherence to karmayoga, and then to
jnanayoga. The second group of six chapters focuses on the bha-
ktiyoga and its object, namely the supreme lord and its nature,
attributes, and glories. The third develops a theoretical clarifica-
tion of the paths of karman, jrana, and bhakti, and also investigates
the status of prakyti, purusa, and purusottama, highlighting the
absolute supremacy of the latter (Raghavachar 1990: X1v).

In the introduction Ramanuja says that the nature of the bhaga-
vat and the supreme purusartha are achievable through bhaktiyoga,
accompanied by a combination of karma and jrana (BhG6 p. 6).
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He then briefly comments upon the first chapter, in order to sum-
marize the scene of the battlefield (BhG 1.25-1.47). The theme of
the first chapter extends to the opening ten verses of the second.
Within the Mahabharata-frame (6.25-42), this portion represents
the epic and dramatic core of the BhG (Jezi¢ 1979: 628-638).
While in the beginning of the first chapter, the text lists the names
of the most illustrious warriors of the two armies on the
Kuruksetra battlefield, in the second part the focus is on Arjuna’s
turmoil of emotions. The rest of the BhG is devoted to solving his
distress.”> On prahasann iva Ramanuja says (BhG6 p. 71):

tam evam dehalmanor yathatmyajnananimitlasokavistam dehatirikia-
tmajnananimittam ca dharmam7® bhasamanam parasparaviruddha-
gunanvitam ubhayoh senayor yuddhaya udyuktayor madhye akasman
nirudyogam partham alokya paramapurusah prahasann iwa idam uvaca
| [partham prahasann iva] parihasavakyam vadann wva atmapa-
ramatmayathatmyatatpraptyupayabhitakarmayogabhaktiyogagocaram
na tv evaham jatu nmasam ity arabhya aham tva sarvapapebhyo
moksayisyami ma suca ityetadantam wvaca ity arthah |

Having thus seen him, the descendant of Prtha, between the two
armies ready for battle, all of a sudden discouraged, pervaded by
an anguish due to the ignorance of the real nature of the body and
the self, while he [= Krsna] was about to put forward the truth of
the knowledge of the self as distinct from the body, [which are
concepts] mutually opposed to one another; [to him] — with a
hint of laughter — the supreme person said this. [Almost laugh-
ing at Partha, thatis] as though pronouncing a mocking sentence,
he revealed to him — beginning with ‘Never indeed was I not ...’
(2.12), and ending with ‘I will free you from all sins, do not worry!’
(18.66) — the contents of the path of actions and the path of devo-
tion that are the means to obtain that [goal], which concerns the

75 Glossing the compound dharmaksetre (BhG 1.1), Vedanta Desika states that
the field of dharmais the sacred soil of an immense war-sacrifice (BhG6 p. 25).

76 Here is a textual problem. I prefer the reading dharmam (Adidevananda
1993: 59-60) rather than dharmadharmaw (BhG6 p. 71). But, commenting on
BhG 2.11 (BhG6 p. 79), the text refers to Arjuna’s sorrows because he will kill his
friends and relatives, and his consequent speech on dharmaand adharmais gener-
ated by the knowledge of the self as different from the body. In the gloss ad 2.11,
the word bhasanamis not constructed only with dharmam, as in the reading I pre-
fer ad 2.1, but we find it attached to a dvandva compound with dharma and adha-
rma, as presented by BhG6 (p. 71).
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real nature of the [individual] self and of the supreme self. This is
the meaning.

Here, Ramanuja reads prahasan as a mocking laugh mitigated by
the semantic force of iwa. In Ramanuja’s commentary on 2.11
(BhG6 p. 79), a few points just mentioned in 2.10 are clarified, but
nothing more is said on our issue. Ramanuja focuses on the sourc-
es of Arjuna’s anguish: quoting BhG 1.42cd,”7 he adds that Arjuna
cries for those who are not to be mourned. This mistake is due to
his identification of the self with the body, which is also what trig-
gers Arjuna’s apparently wise words. On the contrary, Ramanuja
points out that those who know the true status of the body and self
do not suffer any anguish whatsoever on similar occasions (deha-
tmasvabhavajnanavatam natra kinicic chokanimittam asti).

4.2.1 Venkatanatha

In addition to the Gutarthasamgraharaksa on Yamuna Muni’s Gita-
rthasamgraha (see 4.1 and 4.1.1), Venkatanatha (traditional dates
1268-1369) also composed the Tatparyacandrika, a sub-commenta-
ry on Ramanuja’s Gitabhasya, which glosses the latter’s introduc-
tion at length, mentioning Sankara several times in order to refute
him. Under 2.1 (BhG6 p. 62) it says that the first chapter of the
BhG focuses on Arjuna’s anguish and delusion, while the second
is devoted to the teaching capable of uprooting them, namely the
instruction on brahman and atman.

On BhG 2.2 (BhG6 p. 62), Venkatanatha concentrates on
Arjuna’s misplaced delusion, which leads to the refusal of fighting
(v. 2.8). It is this delusion which should be taken into considera-
tion, and not the persons for whom Arjuna is distressed.

On 2.6-8 (BhG6 p. 68), Venkatanatha points out that a war is
usually fought with the aim of defending one’s beloved. But in the
Mahabharata conflict the enemy is one’s kith and kin. This inevita-
bly generates confusion, diminishing the ability to reach decisions
due to the feelings of affection and compassion for one’s relatives
and friends. Only Krsna can solve the problem and dispel all
doubts by revealing the summum bonum (sreyas; see Katha Upanisad
1.2.1 and 1.7).

77 BhG 1.42cd: patanti pitaro hy esam luptapindodakakriyah |.
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On 2.9 (BhG6 p. 72), Venkatanatha asks himself: if the first
chapter is centered upon Arjuna’s despondency brought about by
misplaced affection, then why is the textual teaching entirely fo-
cused on the yogas of action, knowledge and devotion, about
which no question has been asked?78 It is not at all appropriate to
offer such an instruction, given that what the bhagavat will reveal
requires ascending degrees of secrecy (cayam guhyaguhyataragu-
hyatamaprakaro ‘rthah sahasopadestum ayuktah). This becomes evi-
dent in subsequent passages of the text itself (2.187% and 2.37%°),
where the lord emphasizes that Arjuna must engage in battle.

To this objection (BhG6 p. 72), Venkatanatha replies by revert-
ing once again to BhG 2.7. He argues that, although the expres-
sion ‘whatis best’ (yac chreyah) is quite indeterminate, Arjuna is by
now a bhakta consecrated to his guru-god Krsna and thus it must be
inferred that he has the desire to know brahman. This the reason
why the lord offers him his sublime teaching concerning the ulti-
mate goal. Even the imperative form ‘fight’ (yudhyasva) must be
understood as a means to achieve the summum bonum. For this rea-
son, it is correct to undertake the teaching.

Venkatanatha then proceeds to comments upon Ramanuja’s
bhasya ad 2.10:

parihasayogyatvaya tam iti paramystam aha — evam ityading | [...]
adharmadih parajayadir va yuddhanivytteh samyagdhetur atra nasti,
ahetukopakrantatyage tu parihasyatvam iti bhavah |

To [highlight] the suitability for mockery [the pronoun] tam is
recalled, and [Ramanuja, consequently] says evam, etc. [...] In
such case there is no good reason — such as injustice or defeat —
to withdraw from the war. On the other hand, becoming an object
of mockery [is something that] happens when an undertaken
enterprise is abandoned without reason. This is the idea.

[...] yadva dhiram arjunam hysikesataya svayam praksobhya prahasann
wa jagadupakaraya sastram uvaceti sambandhavisesat samananta-
ravakyaparyalocanaya ca parihasarthatvaucityat prahasasya parthaka-
rmakatvam uktam

78 To corroborate his hypothetical question, Venkatanatha (BhG6 p. 72)
quotes Manavadharmasastra 2.110: ‘No unasked issue should be revealed to any-
one [...]” (napystah kasyacid bruyat).

79 BhG 2.18d: tasmad yudhyasva bharata ||.

80 BhG 2.37d: yuddhaya kytaniscayah ||.
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On the other hand, since he [= Krsna] is the lord of the sense
faculties, having agitated the valiant Arjuna, with a hint of laugh-
ter he revealed to him the text so as to benefit the whole universe.
Thus, due to a specific relationship and by means of the structure
of the immediately following sentence, and since mockery is legi-
timate when amusement is its purpose, [then] the property of
being the grammatical object of Partha [= Arjuna] has been
expressed.

[...] atah prahasann iva ity anena phalitam sarasatvam sugrahatvam
nikhilanigamantagahvaranilinasya mahato ‘rthajatasyanayasabha-
sanam, idamsabdasya vaksyamanasamastabhagavadvakyavisayatvam,
ingitenapi vivaksitasucanam ca darsayati — parihasetyadina |

[...] Therefore, the freshness and the easy understandability
resulting from the [expression] prahasann iva is [the prelude to]
an effortless speech whose majestic meaning is hidden in the cave
of the conclusion of all sapiential texts [= the Vedanta/ Upani-
sads]. The object of the word idam are the sentences of the glo-
rious lord that are about to be uttered. Moreover, by means of
what is indicated, he [= Ramanuja] alludes to what is meant by
[the expression] ‘mocking [sentence].’

asocyan iti slokasyapi upadesarthavadhanapadanarthaparihasacchaya-
laya sastravataranamatratvena saksacchastratvabhavat na tv evaham ity
arabhya ity uktam |

Indeed, since the verse asocyan (2.11) also bears a shadow of mock-
ery, its purport is to draw attention to the meaning of the teach-
ing. Simply introducing the text from ‘Never, indeed, I was not ...’
(na tv evaham, BhG 2.12) does not display the nature of a direct
[benefic] instruction. This is what has been said [by Ramanuja].

yadvatra asocyan i slokah prahasann ivety asya visayo na tv evaham
ityadikam idamsabdarthah |

In other words, here the verse asocyan (2.11) is the content of pra-
hasann iva, and na tv evaham (2.12) is the meaning of the word
idam.

No further mention is made of prahasann iva (see 9). Under 2.11,
Venkatanatha focuses on grammatical and lexical issues.

5. Dvaita

The Dvaita school of Vedanta emerged between the 13" and 14"
c. thanks to the works of Madhva or Ananda Tirtha’s (1198-1277
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or 1238-1317; see Sharma 1981: 77-79), who composed two differ-
ent commentaries on the BhG: the independent Gitabhasya and
the Bhagavadgitatatparyanirnaya, inserted within the monumental
Mahabharatatatparyanirnaya. However, nowhere does he dwell on
the phrase prahasann iva (see BhG6 p. 80). After Madhva comes
an early stage of development of the dualistic writings, culminat-
ing in the ‘standardization of Dvaita thought’ (Sharma 1981: 235)
under the multifarious genius of Jaya Tirtha.

5.1 Jaya Turtha

Jaya Tirtha (1365-1388; Sharma 1981: 245) is an eclectic author
who won the title fikacarya within the Dvaita textual tradition for
his Nyayasudha, a monumental and highly sophisticated sub-com-
mentary on Madhva’s magnum opus Anuvyakhyana. He also wrote
the Prameyadipika, a sub-commentary on Madhva’s Guabhasya.®*

Since Madhva’s commentary on the BhG begins with 2.11, Jaya
Tirtha’s gloss also begins with that verse. Commenting on 2.11
(BhG6 p. 80), Jaya Tirtha says that Madhva condensed the verses
from 1.1 to 2.11in the incipit of his commentary because there their
meaning is crystal-clear. Still, a puwrvapaksin raises a relevant ques-
tion: as neither dharma nor any principle (tattva) is dealt with in
that part of the text (BhG 1.1-2.11), why is it inserted in the body
of the BhG? The Prameyadipika replies that the BhG is keen to pre-
sent the context in which Krsna offered his teaching to Arjuna.

Arjuna’s delusion and attachment, his affection toward
masters, companions, and relatives, takes the form of this false
conception:

mamaile, aham etesam, ete ca mannimittam nanksyanti, katham etair
vinaham bhaveyam? papam ca me bhavisyati, jayas ca sandigdhah

They are mine! I am their own! They will die because of me! How
could I'live without them? I will be afflicted by sin, in addiction vic-
tory is doubtful!

Being caughtin the net of these feelings, Arjuna becomes a victim
of despondency. Such despondency is interpreted as a weakness of

81 Jaya Tirtha also wrote a sub-commentary on the Bhagavadgitatatparyani-
rpaya, the Nyayadipika, which I was unable to access. See Saha 2017: 269—270.
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the mind coming from the anguish generated by bewilderment:
its consequence is the oblivion of any acts (visado nama mohani-
mittac chokad yanmanodaurbalyam, yasmin sati sarvavyaparoparamo
bhavatr).

Jaya Tirtha raises another plausible doubt, which takes into
account 2.10: why is it that Arjuna’s bewilderment occurs just when
the battle is about to begin? Indeed, the hero was all along aware
that in the Kauravas’ army there were many of his masters, friends
and relatives. And he surely knew that the war would cause enor-
mous losses. Verse 2.10 is inserted to answer these questions.’? To
this Jaya Tirtha replies that it is well-known that, when one recol-
lects a great offence, the original rage reappears. In the case of a
sensitive person like Arjuna such rage ultimately tends to soften,
leaving place to the affection for one’s relations, out of which
delusion develops. Nevertheless, as Arjuna is ultimately a sage, it
must be considered that his imprisonment in the net of delusion
is indeed minimal.®3

5.2 Raghavendra

Raghavendra (c. 1640) composed the Arthasamgraha. It is not a
very remarkable gloss, but has a few words on prahasann iva (BhG4

p- 71):

prahasann iveti parihasakaravakyoktiddyotakahasasya sucanayevasa-
bdah |

The word iva in prahasann iva suggests a laugh, revealing the
expressions in [Arjuna’s] sentences that are objects of mockery.

On 2.11 (BhG4 p. 75), it is worth quoting the interpretation of ca
in gatasun agatasiun ca. Raghavendra argues that it should be read
as wa:

gatasan asannavinasan agatasan ivety upamarthas cakarah |

82 BhG6 p. 80: nanv idanim eva kulo ‘rjunasya mohasamulpatlih? na hy ele
bandhavadaya iti pran najiasit, yena yuddhaya mahantam udyogam akarsid ity aha
senayor iti |.

8 BhG6 p. 80: mahapakarasmaranenanuvartamano pi kopo mydumanasam
bandhavadisv antakale nivartate, snehas cotpadyate, tato moho iti prasiddham eveti bha-
val | arjunasya jranitvan mohajalasamvytatvam isad eveti mantavyam |.
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The [use of] caimplies comparison [as expressed by] va. There-
fore, dead persons are just like those who are not dead.

6. Dvaitadvaita

The Dvaitadvaita (‘duality and non-duality’ or ‘duality in non-dua-
lity’) or Bhedabheda (‘difference and non-difference’ or ‘differ-
ence in non-difference’) school of Vedanta had the Vaisnava
Nimbarka (12"-13"" c.) as its chief exponent. He did not write any
commentary on the BhG. Its Dvaitadvaita interpretation was de-
veloped by Kesava KaSmiri Bhattacarya.

6.1 Kesava Kasmirt Bhattacarya

Kesava Kasmiri Bhattacarya (a.k.a. Bhatta, c. 1510) is the author of
the Tattvaprakasika on the BhG. He did not follow the vulgata ver-
sion but another text with 745 verses, which also differs from the
BhGk (Saha 2017: 270). He states (BhG4 p. 3) that from 2.11
onward the teachings of the bhagavat are meant to dispel Arjuna’s
anguish and delusion and, in order to learn about the hero’s
despondency, the first chapter is essential. 34

While commenting on 2.7 (BhG4 p. 65), the Tattvaprakasika
focuses on the meaning of the word karpanya, quoting a passage
from Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (1.4.15, 3.8.10),%5 which is most like-
ly the source of Madhusudana’s (see 1.6) analogous considera-
tions. Indeed, in the sastra, kypanais someone who does not know
his/her own nature, nor the qualities of the supreme being who is
defined by the word ‘imperishable’ (aksara).8° On the contrary, in
ordinary experience krpana is someone who is unable to tolerate
even the least loss of money or goods (loke tu svalpam api dravyavya-
yam kartum aksamah krpanah). The corresponding abstract proper-
ty is karpanya. Due to this kind of weakeness/compassion, Arjuna’s

84 BhG4 p. 3: tatra tavad asocyan anvasocyas tvam ity arabhyarjunasya soka-
mohapanodanaya bhagavadupadesam varnayitum arjunasya sahetukasokadarsanaya
prathamadhyayarambhah |.

85 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (1.4.15, 3.8.10): yo va etad aksaram aviditva gargy
asmal lokat praiti sa kypana | ‘The krpanais he who indeed departs from this world
without having known that imperishable!’

86 BhG4 p. 65: purvapratipaditaksarasabdavacyasiuryacandravaywvahnindra-
disarvajaganniyaty paramatmasvarapagunadijianahinah krpana ity ucyate sastre |.
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discrimination is obscured, and he becomes incapable of finding
any reason to fight and kill his own people. Thus, with his intellect
darkened by delusion and confusion about his own duty, Arjuna
begs for instruction from the omniscient lord who is completely
free from defects.®7

In the opening lines of the Tattvaprakasika ad 2.10 (BhG4 p. 70)
we find an original insertion. It seems that 2.10 is caused by a
thought of Dhytarastra: ‘If Arjuna leaves the fight, my sons will live
happily.” Thus, Sanjaya points out to Dhytarastra that it is totally
improper for a king born in the heroic lineage of Bharata to think
in such a way.®8 Then, Kesava Kasmiri quotes the expression pra-
hasann iva, merely mentioning that Arjuna was anguished be-
tween the two armies ready to fight, so the glorious lord, almost
laughing, spoke to him. Then he observes:

panduputrasya ksatriyasammatasya naitad yuktam it lajjanimittam
kopam utpadayitum prahasann ivety uktam | arjunam nimittikyiya sa-
rvasenasamharartham pravrttasya gurutvenangikytya hitopadestur bha-
gavatah svadharme pravarttayitum udyatasya prahaso nocitah, kintu
tadvidhabuddhikausalyagarvapanayanena tattvajnanadhikaritasa-
mpadanaya tatha vacanam ittvasabdabhiprayah | |

But this does not fit with the son of Pandu [Arjuna], who is
celebrated as a [great] warrior. The expression prahasann iva has
been said in order to generate rage [in him], caused by shame. It
is not proper to use Arjuna as a means for mockery, because the
glorious lord — who is ready to destroy all [enemies’] armies —
being a gwru and having accepted [him as his disciple], is a
beneficial instructor ready to make him turn again toward his own
duty. Nonetheless, such a speech is intended to make [him] eligi-
bile for the knowledge of reality by eliminating the pride by means
of the force of such an understanding. This is the purport of the
word va.

Here is a clear statement by KeSava Kasmiri that Krsna’s smile/
laugh is not really meant to mock Arjuna, because that would be

87 BhG4 p- 65: ata eva dharme sammiidham ceto yasya so ham tvam svabhavato
‘pastasamastadosam sarvajiiam pycchami |.

88 BhG4 p. 70: evam yuddhatyagaya kytavyavasaye riune mama putranam sukham
Jwanam siddham iti cetandcetananiyantari durjanavinasayavatirne bhagavaty
adhisthatari sati nasasaniyam iti dhitarastraya sucayitum sanijaya aha — tam iti | he
bharata! mahavirasya bharatasya vamse jatasya tava yuddhoparatau putrasnehena harso
nocita iti bhavah |.
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incongruous. Indeed, he has just accepted him as a disciple, and
it is utterly out of place for the guru to laugh at the pupil. This is
the function of the particle iva after the present participle.

The gloss on 2.11 (BhG4 p. 72) opens with a series of quota-
tions from the srutiand the smyti throwing some light on the know-
ledge whose subjects are the nature and qualities of the supreme
brahman, denoted by the words Narayana, Hari, Vasudeva, the
unchanging being whose nature is both different and non-differ-
ent from everything, the all-pervasive self of all. This knowledge
removes all bewilderment, anguish, and delusion.

Finally, the gloss adds that Arjuna’s sorrows are summarized by
verse 1.31,39 where our hero states that without Bhisma, Drona and
the other teachers, friends, and relatives, there is no pointin living
or gaining the kingdom. The Tattvaprakasika defines this sorrow-
ful despondency of Arjuna’s as foolishness. Nevertheless, the
words he utters in verses 1.36,%° 1.44°* and 2.522 disclose a wisdom
of sorts, as the expression prajiavadams ca bhasase indicates.
However, as the simultaneous occurrence of opposing properties
like foolishness and wisdom in a single individual is unlikely,
Arjuna’s arguments as well as his superficial wisdom are ultimate-
ly useless. This is the reason that prompts the lord to intervene.

7. Suddhadvaita

Another Vaisnava interpretation of Vedanta is developed by the
Suddhadvaita devotional school. The main author of this school
was Vallabha (late 15" c.—early 16" c.), who did not comment
upon the BhG, although he treated itin an independent work, the
Tattvarthadipika (or Tattvadipanibandha) with his own gloss
Prakasa. In the first part of the work — called sastrartha— Vallabha
deals with the meaning of the main issues of the BhG. In the 16
c., some successors of Vallabha such as Vitthalanatha glossed the

89 BhG 1.31: nimittani ca pasyami viparitani kesava | na ca sreyo ‘nupasyami hatoa
svajanam ahave ||.

90 BhG 1.36: nihatya dhartarasiran nah ka pritih syaj janardana | papam evasrayed
asman hatvaitan atatayinah ||.

9 BhG 1.44: utsannakuladharmanam manusyanam janardana | narake niyatam
vaso bhavatity anususruma | |.

92 BhG 2.5: guran ahatva hi mahanubhavan sreyo bhoktum bhaiksyam aptha loke |
hatvarthakamams tu guran ihaiva bhurijiya bhogan rudhirapradigdhan || 5 ||.
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BhG or parts of it in works like the Gitarthavivaranawith the Gitata-
tparya, the Nyasadesa on BhG 18.66, and the Gitahetunirnaya (Saha
2017: 271).

7.1 Vallabha

The fifth grandson in Vallabha’s lineage was another Vallabha
(early 17" ¢.), who composed the Tattvadipika, an independent
gloss on the BhG in mixed prose and verse (Saha 2017: 272).

The gloss on 2.10 (BhG6 p. 73) is as brief as it is useful. Having
refused to fight, Arjuna sits, silent, on the floor of the chariot. The
Tattvadipika asks:

tatah kim jatam iti tam wvaceti | aho asyatmatattvajianatah klaibyam
kidyk? iti prahasan dharmisthatvad asyaitad apy ucitam iti bhavenety
uktam |

After that what happened? [The lord] ‘said to him.” This has been
said with this idea [in mind]: ‘Alas, how great is such cowardice
due to the ignorance of the reality of the self?” Here laughing in
this way also becomes adequate, since he [= Arjuna] is greatly vir-
tuous.

Vallabha comments on 2.11 in eight and a half verses, and then a
passage in prose begins (BhG6 p. 82). His main focus is on
samkhyayoga as intended in the BhG. The prose passage highlights
that Arjuna’s anguish is due to lack of discrimination concerning
the self, which determines a confusion about his own duty. Arjuna
is concerned with what should not be an object of concern,
confusing the imperishable self with the body which is prakyti, i.e.
the non-self. In order to remove this epistemic distortion, from
2.11 onwards Krsna teaches him ‘discriminative knowledge’
(samkhyabuddhz) .

8. Acintyabhedabheda

The last section of this survey of the commentarial literature is
devoted to the Acintyabhedabheda Vedanta, intimately linked
with the gaudiyavaisnava tradition and philosophically indebted to
Madhva and Ramanuja. It is commonly held that the initiator of
this theology was the Bengali saint Caitanya Mahaprabhu
(1486-1534). Several authors of this school composed independ-
ent treatises. Here I deal with two commentaries on the BhG.
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8.1 Visvanatha Cakravartt Thakura

The first gaudiyavaisnava gloss on the BhG is the Sararthavarsin-
ttka by Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura (1626-17087), a Bengali au-
thor active in Nadia. At the end of the commentary on 2.7, Visva-
natha says that Krsna seems to scold Arjuna:

nanu madvdacas tvam panditamanitvena khandayasi cet, katham
bruyam? tatraha sisyas te "ham asmi | natah param vrtha khandayamati
bhavah ||

‘If you, considering yourself a sage, keep on refuting my words,
then why should I speak?’ At this point [Arjuna] says ‘I am your
disciple! From now on, I shall no more vainly rejects [your
words].” This is the idea.

Then, under 2.10:

aho tavapy etavan khalv aviveka®3 iti sakhyabhavena tam prahasan an-
aucityaprakasena lajjambudhau nimajjayan iveli tadanvm sisyabhavam
prapte tasmin hasyam anucitam ity adharosthanikuncanena hasyam
avrnpoams cety arthah |

[Krsna] then mocked him in a friendly mood: ‘Alas, indeed such
a lack of discrimination has indeed taken hold of you!” Thus the
lord plunged him in a sea of shame by revealing the inappropria-
teness [of his behavior]. [Anyhow], on this occasion his laughing
at [Arjuna], who had reached the condition of disciple, is inappro-
priate. Therefore, the meaning [of prahasann iva] is ‘curling the
lower lip and hiding the laughter.’

Here, Visvanatha denies that Krsna is laughing at Arjuna out of
scorn after accepting him as disciple, since the master cannot
laugh at the disciple. So, we find the idea of a gentle mockery, not
for the sake of derision but caused by Arjuna’s inappropriate
behavior. On the contrary, the smile is somewhat repressed and
shows Krsna’s love for Arjuna, as the following passage seems to
confirm:

hystkesa iti purvam premaivarjunavanniyamyo pi®* sampratam arjuna-

hitakaritoat premnaivarjunamanoniyantapi bhavatiti bhaval | senayor

93 Where GRETIL reads aho tvapy etavan khalv aviveka, 1 partially follow Bala-
deva Vidyabhusana (see 8.2) who reads aho tavapidyg vivekah.

94 In the construction premaivarjunavanniyamyo pi I see a textual problem.
The sense must be that before the intervention of Krsna-Hrsikesa — as the con-
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ubhayor madhye ity arjunasya visado bhagavata prabodhas ca ubha-
bhyam senabhyam samanyato dysta eveti bhavah || 10 ||

Even though by [resorting to the epithet] ‘Hrsikesa’ words, it is
now [Krsna] who, out of love, controls Arjuna’s mind being his
benefactor: this is the idea. Indeed, ‘in between the two armies,’
the glorious lord has equally witnessed — together with the two
armies — Arjuna’s anguish and awakening. This is the meaning.

8.2 Baladeva Vidyabhisana

Baladeva Vidyabhusana (1700-17937?), a later follower of Caitanya,
wrote the Gitabhuisana, a commentary on the BhG.

His analysis corresponds to that of Visvanatha Cakravarti’s
Sararthavarsinitika, but it is slightly more detailed. For example,
Baladeva’s gloss on 2.7 quotes some passages from the sruti% and
emphasizes the need to become the disciple of a master.
Moreover, the gloss interprets the word karpanya as ‘the ignorance
of brahman’ (abrahmavittva): this is the problem that afflicts Arjuna
and prevents him from accomplishing his duty.?® His interpreta-
tion of 2.10 is indebted to Visvanatha:

vyangyam artham prakasayann aha— tam wvdaceti tam visidantam arju-
nam prati hysikeso bhagavan asocyan ityadikam atigambhirartham vaca-
nam uvaca | aho tavapidyg viveka iti sakhyabhavena prahasan | anau-
cityabhasitvena trapasindhau nimajjayann ity arthah | iveti tadaiva
sisyatam prapte tasmin hasanaucityad isadadharollasam kurvann ity

troller of the sense faculties along with the mind — Arjuna was under control of
the affection for his kinsfolk. Now, at the beginning of gitopadesa, his mind is
under the control of Krsna. Nevertheless, the syntax is problematic: the nomina-
tive singular masculine of the gerundive niyamya must be read with the nomina-
tive masculine premaiva [= prema eva]. The result could be ‘it is love indeed to be
restrained/controlled in the words of Arjuna.” But the focus of the first sentence
should be on the direct agency of love, and not as the subject of the passive
gerundive-construction. Therefore, I see three ways to solve the problem: to
emend the sentence as 1) premnaivarjunavanniyamyo pi; or 2) premaivarju-
navanniyantapi; or 3) to give an active meaning to the gerundive, as I did for the
sake of clarity.

95 See Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.8.10, Chandogya Upanisad 6.14.2, and
Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12.

96 The Gitabhusana ad BhG 2.8 is quite close to Visvanatha’s gloss, but besides
adding some Upanisadic quotations (Chandogya Upanisad 7.1.3, 8.1.6) it is also
more analytical.
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arthal | arjunasya visado bhagavata tasyopadesas ca sarvasaksika iti
bodhayitum senayor ubhayor ity etat || 10 ||

Revealing the meaning to be suggested ‘He said to him,’ the glo-
rious lord, smiling with a friendly mood, uttered this deeply mean-
ingful verse — asocyan (2.11) — to Arjuna who was in anguish:
‘Alas, is this your discrimination ...?", because he had spoken in an
inappropriate way being immersed in a sea of doubt. This is the
meaning. [The word] iva [means that,] since in that moment he
[= Arjuna] has become a disciple, then a [mocking] laugh was
improper. This is why the meaning is ‘with the lower lip trembling
a bit.” In order to point out that Arjuna’s anguish and the [conse-
quent] teaching of the glorious lord can be directly experienced
by everyone, [the verse states] this: ‘Between the two armies.’

Here, Baladeva remarks that the prahasais a kind and sympathetic
smile, which is appropriate for a guru who is about to offer an
instruction to his confused disciple.

9. General evaluation

In all the passages analysed above, I have mostly used primary
sources, concentrating less on the BhG tout court than on its com-
mentarial tradition. Here I attempt to briefly summarise this tradi-
tion, beginning with Sankara and continuing with the major com-
mentaries and sub-commentaries available until the 20" c., focus-
ing on the construction prahasann iva. Of course, there are several
other commentaries that I was not able to consult.

As shown by Rigopoulos in his essay (infra), there are many
ways to translate prahasann iva. This multiplicity of interpretative
possibilities is also attested in the commentaries. For this reason, I
have translated the expression in different ways, attempting to
detect the hermeneutic nuances given by different commentators,
who usually insert prahasann iva in a broader perspective, within
the BhG itself as well as from a general Vedantic or soteriological
standpoint. What clearly emerges from the glosses is that the
expression is found in a crucial narrative position in the Maha-
bharata between the epic and the philosophical/theological
frames (Jezi¢ 1979), which in the BhG correspond to the intro-
duction of the text and the beginning of Krsna’s teaching, respec-
tively. This broader perspective inevitably involves a considera-
tion: every author interprets prahasann iva according to his own
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axiological position. Indeed, the construction is usually inter-
preted in these ways: ‘as though smiling’/‘nearly’/‘almost laugh-
ing,” while the prahasa is variously seen either as mockery, scorn
and derision, or as benevolence, mercy, amusement, joke, grace,
and happiness. It also seems that commentators modify the root
Vhas playing with different preverbs, i.e. pra-, pari-, apa- (as for
Srivenkatanatha) and upa- (as for Ananda Giri). However, the
meanings are all quite close.?”

Krsna’s prahasa should be interpreted as a further proof of the
ambiguous or, better, polyvalent and enigmatic character of the
bhagavat, as Matilal (2002: 91) states:

Krsna is an enigma in the Mahabharata. He represents the most
confusing kind of moral enigma not only in the epic, but also in
the whole of the Hindu ideal of dharma. In the icons, he is repre-
sented as the Dark Lord, an attractive appearance with a face bear-
ing an enigmatic, mysterious and mischievous smile, the smile,
very much unlike the famous smile found in the icons of the
Buddha. The Buddha’s smile, in striking contrast with that of
Krsna, is straightforward, it radiates with compassion, calmness
and peace, it strikes confidence in the minds of the viewers. The
ethical doctrine of Krsna by contrast is different, sometimes it
appears to be just the opposite.

Krsnais ariddle, a paradox. If anything, he appears to be a devious
diplomat.

Although I disagree with Matilal’s idea that the Buddha’s smile is
in ‘striking contrast’ with Krsna’s smile, my concern here is ano-
ther. Significantly, what is also crucial for commentators in their
reading of prahasann iva is the particle iva, which in certain read-
ings highlights, reinforces and emphasizes the meaning of the
participle, while in others mitigates, smooths or even opposes it.
In this regard, especially telling are the interpretations of Kesava
Kasmiri Bhattacarya (see 6.1) and Madhusudana (see 1.6). In
addition, it is remarkable that some commentators do not men-
tion or interpret prahasann iva (Rajanaka Ramakantha, Yamuna
Muni, Anubhutisvarupa, Madhva, Jaya Tirtha, Purusottama),

97 See Rigopoulos (infra § 1.3), where several among the semantic nuances
given by different preverbs manifest different expressions used in theatrical per-
formances, on theone hand, and are referred to devotional concepts like bhakti,
prasada and lila, on the other.
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while others do not mention the word ¢va, and still others simply
paraphrase the expression (Hanumat).

It seems to me that none of the glosses can claim to fully repre-
sent or exhaust the richness of BhG’s prahasann iva. A shared view
is that Arjuna is deeply troubled by anguish, delusion, and sorrow,
because on the other side of the battlefield he sees masters, com-
panions and relatives. This turmoil of feelings is brought about by
the deep confusion occurring in him. He behaves like a fool or a
madman who has lost himself and as a consequence becomes
deeply anguished and hopeless: this is why he becomes the recep-
tacle for benevolence in the form of BhG’s teaching. Following
verses 2.7-8 Arjuna clearly declares his helplessness and the need
to be instructed on the supreme good (sreyas), while in 2.9 the
utmost confusion pervades his mind and, lostin that mood, he sits
silent, unable to react. His anguish is key to the eligibility for the
teaching. Such eligibility is confirmed by the BhG itself, where
from 2.11 to 18.66 Krsna instructs Arjuna on sreyas.

Almost all commentators link Krsna’s smile/laughter to verse
2.11, as Venkatanatha affirms more clearly than others (see 4.2.1):
‘The verse asocyan (2.11) is the content of prahasann iva.” Recalling
what Bhaskara says (see 2.1: ‘Great souls usually smile before
speaking’), Krsna can be seen as the prototype of the panditas
mentioned in vese 2.11, a word uniformly interpreted by commen-
tators as ‘wise men,’ i.e. knowers of the self. In 2.11 ff. we have a
confirmation of the ambiguity of Krsna’s smile/laughter, since
what is presented is a problematic issue to begin with, when it is
said that wise ones mourn neither over the destruction of the
body, for it is unavoidable, nor over the destruction of the self,
because it is impossible as it is imperishable. Thus, grief over the
liability of death is unreasonable from both the empirical and the
absolute points of view: this is the essential instruction.

The interpretation of prahasann iva as pure mockery is not
favored by our authors. Rather, several of them interpret the
lord’s hint of laughter as a sign of the lord’s benevolence, sponta-
neously arising on the occasion of an infantile prank or the child-
ish speaking of meaningless words.® Arjuna is sick, and his disease

98 This is also a typical theme in the Upanisads, for instance in the dialogue
between Sanatkumara and Narada in Chandogya Upanisad 7.1 ff.
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causes him to cry; Krsna, as a supreme doctor, replies with the
remedy of his hint of laughter. In other words, the inappropriate
inaction of Arjuna causes the teaching-action of Krsna. The
prahasa takes place after Arjuna’s surrendering to the lord (#svara-
pratipattr) at 2.7, when he declares himself to be Krsna’s disciple,
and all commentators seem to agree that a disciple cannot really
be laughed at or mocked by his master.

Itis not easy to systematize the commentarial readings of praha-
sann ta according to their axiology. For example, although the
advaitin Ramaraya Kavi (see 1.1.5) mentions only mockery as
Venkatanatha’s final interpretation (see 4.2.1), my impression is
that the more detailed hermeneutic effort comes precisely from
the Tatparyacandrika, Venkatanatha’s sub-commentary on Rama-
nuja’s Gitabhasya, where he sketches four interpretative keys:

L. Mockery: whoever abandons without reason an act already
undertaken becomes an object of derision;
2.  Aseeming mockery in view of a superior end: Arjuna is mor-

tally anguished, and Krsna, though smiling, reveals the BhG
for his benefit and the benefit of the whole universe, so the
expression indicates a graceful smile;

3. Derision and mockery are impossible, because Arjuna has
surrendered himself to Krsna: prahasann iva introduces an
effortless and wise speech, replete with the meanings hid-
den in the Upanisads;

4.  BhG 2.10 must be understood in the light of 2.11, which also
implies a shade of mirth along with a shade of derision: both
are needed in order to shake Arjuna out of his confusion
and prepare him to assimilate the instruction.

These four readings sketched by Vedanta Desika seem to summa-
rize the major hermeneutic options accepted by the many inter-
preters of the BhG. I agree with Ananda Giri that 2.10 represents
a sort of independent verse within the text,?? specifically useful as

99 The same idea of independence expressed in BhG 2.10 seems to be fol-
lowed by Hanumat (see 1.4) in a counter-factual way. Moreover, Vamsidhara (see
1.8) says that BhG 1.1-2.10 is the introduction to the story. In Venkatanatha’s
Gutarthasamgraharaksa, BhG 2.10-12 is the true beginning of the upadesa.
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a link to the rest of the teaching, since it stands as a sort of transi-
tion between the epic/dramatic section and the philosophical
section.

In conclusion, I can offer a tentative subdivision of the BhG’s
commentators on prahasann iva. First, there is one macro-group
formed by advaita authors, i.e. both the Advaita Vedanta exponents
(along with Jnanesvar) and the Kashmirian interpreters (§§ 1 to 3).
With some nuances, they tend to interpret prahasann iva as the
expression of Krsna’s benevolent attitude toward his disciple. His
benevolent wisdom and his will to teach are displayed by his slight,
gentle smile meant to trigger discrimination and knowledge.

The second macro-group is roughly represented by the so-
called Vaisnava school of Vedanta (§§ 4 to 8), which is much more
variegated: it oscillates between apparently harsher mockery,
scorn and derision meant to shake Arjuna by plunging him into a
sea of shame in order to trigger his metanoia and, on the other
hand, a more positive, compassionate attitude detected in Krsna’s
laugher/smile, closer to the interpretation of the majority of the
advatins. The gloss of Madhusudana Sarasvati (1.6), an advatin
profoundly devoted to Krsna, illustrates the convergence of these
two apparently opposite but in fact complementary perspectives.
From Madhusudana’s hermeneutics it appears that mockery is a
teaching tool to ignite Arjuna’s discrimination, leading him to the
liberating knowledge.
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