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PREFACE

The present Anthology consists of selections from
what is known as Itihdsa and Purdna, the former
comprising the two Great Epics of India, namely
the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, and the latter
including the Purdnas and Upa-puranas. Broadly
speaking, the Epic, if not the entire Purana, occupies
an intermediate stage between the Vedic and the
classical Sanskrit literature.

Both the Epics and the Puranas cover an asto-
nishingly extensive literature, growing, as they did,
with the growth of centuries; and their contents
possess interest of a widely diverse character. Apart
from religious significance, they present to us most
graphic pictures of the culture and civilization, the
political and social life, and the philosophy and thought
of Ancient India. The two Epics come up to a
total of much more than a hundred thousand stanzas
and constitute eight times the size of the Iliad and
Odyssey put together; while leaving aside the innu-
merable Upa-puranas, the extent of the eighteen
Puranas would be no less.

Of the two Epics, the more balanced and poetical
Riamayana is not unjustly regarded as the first great
Kavya, which gives expression to a more developed
artistic sense; but- the immense and less polished
Mahabharata, apart from its inexhaustible legendary,
mythological, didactic and philosophical content,
is more truly a heroic poem. rough-hewn and gigantic
in proportion. The Ramayana delineates the softer
emotions of everyday life, with all its tenderness and
sweetness, its endurance and devotion; and its
characters are accordingly more often ideals of stea
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fast  regard for truth, womanly faithfulness and
domestic virtucs of affection and friendship. The
Mahabhiarata, on the other hand, mainly depicts,
on a much larger canvas, the roughness of political
life, with its valour and heroism, ambition and lofty
rivalry; and we have characters of flesh and blood,
with the good and bad qualities of great actors in a
semi-historic world.

Apart from the historical, legendary and geo-
graphical information they contain in a greater
degree, the Puranas are no less valuable documents
than the Epics for a study of the life and thought of
ancient times, especially with regard to folk-lore,
mythology, morals and religion. None of them pre-
sents a consecutive or systematic narrative; but as
repositories of ancient lore they string together
varied tales, anecdotes and legends of gods and men.
Some of them include sections on philosophy and
statecraft, law and legal institutions, popular rites
and festivals, manners and customs, as well as on
fine and wuseful arts, grammar, lexicon, rhetoric,
prosody, and even such curious pursuits as elephant-
lore. Some of the Purédnas, again, are of a distinctly
sectarian bias, meant to glorify this or that deity,
and incidentally describe sacred places of pilgrimage
and legends connected with them; while others arc
almost encyclopaedic in scope and include a vast
amount of miscellaneous but instructive information.

. It is clear that to make selections from such a
vast literature of diverse content and interest is not
an easy task; and we must confess at once that it is
well nigh impossible to produce, within the limits of
space at our disposal, an anthology which would
satisfy all tastes. With regard to the Epics some
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would prefer the main story, while others would
favour particular episodes, incidents, or characters.
Those who are interested in history, philosophy or
politics would fancy passages bearing on these specia-
lized subjects in the Epics as well as in the Puranas;
while those who are of religious bent of mind would
seck passages of a pious import for particular sects
or gults. Others, again, would be interested in the
description of rites and festivals, in the Dharma-
§astra topics on manners and morals, or in the
technical sections on the arts and sciences. Obviously
these subjects are not of a wider and more general
interest. There is a large number of Subhasitas or
Wise Sayings scattered throughout the Epics and
Puranas, and their appeal by themselves is peren-
nial; but since a separate anthology is being com-
piled for them, they are not included by us.

It should also be noted that some of the passages
worthy of selection are of inordinate length. The
deservedly popular stories, for instance, of Sakuntala,
Savitri and Damayanti, fine as they are, cover in the
Epic several hundred stanzas each, which could not
be accommodated in their entirety. We have,
therefore, selected episodes from such well-known
stories, although they themselves are episodes in the
Epic. . We have tried to reduce the length of some
passages here and there by small omissions, but this
could not be always done without the risk of damage
to Epic (or Puranic) method, environment and
context. These works have been subjected through
centuries to unlimited expansion; and prolixity and
diffuseness appear to be not incidental but essential
to their leisurely style of exuberant narration. As
such, they are the despair of the anthologist. Even
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the leading narrative in both the Epics cannot be
adequately represented by selected passages, for it
covers about one-fourth of the Mahdbharata and
the major portion of the Ramayana, which itself is
about one-fourth of the other epic. Nor can the
main features of the major characters or all the
important episodes and incidents be presented, in
the same way, even in a condensed form. To the
incident of the actual fight in the two Epics one whole
Kinda (namely, the Yuddha-) in the Ramayana,
and four extensive battle-books (namely, the Bhisma-,
Drona-, Karna- and Salya-Parvans) in the Maha-
bharata are devoted. The transactions of the war
(in the Mahabharata we have a series of eighteen
battles fought on eighteen consecutive days) are
narrated with almost inconceivable prolixity and
endless repetition; and it is impossible to represent
them by a few selected passages. We have taken only
one short passage from the Ramayana, which des-
cribes the fight of Rama and Ravana, and two from
the Mahéabharata, which depict some curious inci-
dents in the battle-field. For the same reason of
extraordinary length we could not, to our regret,
reproduce, even in a reduced form, the passages
describing the fall of the heroic figures of Bhisma,
Drona and Karna respectively, although the incidents
are narrated with considerable grandeur and pathos.
With regard to the Ramayana, again, the Kandas I
and VII, no doubt, abound in interesting legends,
but we leave them aside because their authenticity
is not yet beyond question. The fire-ordeal of Sita
in Kanda VI could not also be included, as it is now
known definitely to be a Southern interpolation.

In. selecting passages from the Purinas we
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follow generally the principles indicated above, but
we do not overlook the five traditional topics of these
works nor do we forget their comparatively late
character, in which much greater importance came to
be attached to matters of religious, social and moral
value. Among the eighteen major Purinas there
are two, namely, the Agni and the Garuda, which
deal mostly with technical topics; and there are
others, such as the Naradiya, which are of late origin
and contain little of general interest or literary
excellence. Such works are naturally excluded from
the list of our sources. Of the extant Upa-purinas,
which number more than a hundred, only a few are
available in print. They are, again, practically
religious manuals of a sectarian character, mostly
written in more recent times. QOur scope of selection
from the Upa-purdna literature, therefore, is very
limited.

It will be seen that our chief problem in com-
piling this anthology is not what to include but what
to exclude. For reasons mentioned above, our
guiding principle has been not to emphasize the nar-
rowly pious or purely philosophical, historical and
other extraneous interest, but to select, within the
prescribed limits of space, such passages as possess a
wider and more human appeal and are of literary
distinction and ethical quality.

In the case of the Ramayana we have used the
Bombay (Gujarati Press) edition, as no critical edition
of its text is yet published. With regard to the
Mahabharata the text of those Parvans which have
already been published in the critical edition of the
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona, is
followed in our selection; but for the unpublished
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Parvans we had no other alternative than to accept
the current Bombay edition of the Vulgate text. There
are as yet no critical editions of the individual
Purianas. We have, therefore, used different avail-
able cditions printed at Calcutta, Bombay and
Poona, to which relevant references are given in the
table of contents. Some passages in the printed texts
are obviously corrupt and have to be emended ; but
emcndations have been avoided as far as possible.

It is our pleasant duty to thank the members of
the Sanskrit Advisory Committee of the Sahitya
Akademi and its distinguished Vice-chairman, Dr.
S. Radhakrishnan, for the honour of being invited to
prepare this Anthology. To the courtesy of' its
Secretary, Sri Krishna Kripalani, we are indebted
for assistance in various ways. We have profited by
the suggestions of Professor Dr. V. Raghavan, who
took the trouble of looking over the galley-proofs,—for
which we thank him sincerely. We have also to
thank Dr. Mrs. Sibani Dasgupta M.A., D. Phil. for
ungrudging assistance in preparing the press copy.

S. K. De
R. C. Hazra
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