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Book II 

THE KRISHNA CULT 

'This cult, 'beautiful in itself...and rendered more 
beautiful by the magic poetry of Mira Bai in the west, 
and of Vidyapati Thakur in the east', naturally took its 
strongest root in Braja, 'the country of cowpens and 
the scene of the childhood of Krishna, and of his early 
amours with the herdmaidens of Gokula'. During the 
16th century, this Braja was the home of a school of 
poets devoted to the worship of that god, founded by 
the great apostle Ballabhacharj and his son Bitthal 
Nath. Both father and son had four disciples each, 
grouped under the name Ashtaohhap. "Ballabhacharj 
(Vallabhacharya) was the celeberated founder of the 
Radhaballabhi sect. According to Harish Chandr' 
his father's name was Lakshman Bhatta (a Tailinga 
Brahman of Madras) and his mother's name was 
Illamgaru. His father had three sons—Ramkrishna, 
Ballabhacharj and Ramchandr'. Both his brothers 
were Vaishnava authors of repute. Lakshman Bhatta 
lived at Ajodhya and was paying a visit to Banaras 
when on the way near the village of Chaura, in the 
vicinity of Bettia, in the district of Champaran, in, 
Bihar, on Sunday, the 11th of the dark half of Baisakh, 
Sambat 1635 (A. D. 1478) Ballabhacharj was born. At 
Banaras he commenced studying under the celeberated 
"Madhiwacharj at the age of five years, and remained 
there t i l l the death of his father, after which he led a 
wandering life and visited the court of Krishna Deb,' 
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King of Bijainagar, apparently the same as Krishna 
Rayalu who reigned about the year 1520 A. D. Here 
he overcame the Smarta Brahmans in controversy. 
According to Harish Chandr', however this took 
place before Sambat 1548 (A. D. 1491), when he was 
only thirteen years of age. In this year, he made a 
tour to Braj, where he studied the Bhagavata Purana, 
and subsequently returned to Banare3, preaching Vaish-
iiava doctrines as he went along. From Banaras be 
went to Gaya, Jagannath, and the Deckan, sprexding 
his doctrines everywhere. He finished his first tour 
(technically called his Digbijai, or conquest of the 
world) in Sambat 1554 (A. D. 1497) at the age of nine­
teen. He then made Braj his head-quarters and estab­
lished an image of Sari Nath at Gobardhan. From 
this as his head-quarters he made his second mission­
ary tour throughout India. He died in Banaras in 
Sambat 1587 (A. D. 1530) at the age of fifty-two years, 
leaving two sons—Gopi Nath and Bitthal Nath, He was 
a voluminous author. His most admired works are a 
commentary on the Bhagavata Purana, entitled Subo-
dhant, the Anubhasya, and the Jaiminiya Sutra Bhasya. 
The two latter are in Sanskrit. Harish Chandr' gives a 
complete list of his works. The authorship of a verna­
cular work of considerable authority, the Blshnu Pad, 
or stanzas in honour of Visnu, is also attributed to him. 
Many verses by him are included in the anthology en­
t i t led "Rag-Sagarodbhab of Krishnanand By as Deb."* 

" Bitthaleswara or Swami Vit thala Natha, son and 
successor of the famous Swami Ballabhacharya, flour­
ished in 1650 A. D. He is of course a well-known 
personage but no body knew he was also an author. 
We have therefore been agreeably surprised to come 

Modern Vernaeular Litereture of Hindustan .p. 20. 
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across his work, which to our greater 
Satisfaction, is in prose. We have plenty of poetical 
literature of the period hut very l i t t l e of prose. 
As already stated under Gorakha Natha, he is the 
first known prose-writer in Hindi and Bitthala 
Natha now comes forward as the second, superseding 
his own son, Gokula Natha, the author of the Dis-
courses on 84 and 252 vaisnavas  

The present work extends over 52 pages 
and is of course written in the Braja dialect. I t s sub­
ject matter is the comradeship of Krisna and Radha 

but I must sound a note of 
Warning before proceeding further. The subject just 
mentioned is a very delicate one and superficial cr i t ical 
readers may easily run away with the impression that 
a l l the writers who have dealt wi th it are indecent or 
undesirable people; while the easy-going ultra-reli-
giously disposed persons may bow in reverence before 
the pranks of sensual writers indulging in the most 
shameful descriptions behind the mask of 'Krisna L i l a . ' 
It must be clearly borne in mind that saintly writers 
l ike Sir Disa, Hita Haribansa, Vithala Natha and 
others were so much absorbed in religious fervour and 
their devotion to Lord Krisna that their minds re­
mained absolutely unsullied with anything temporal 
even while they were engaged in singing upon topics 
that appear to us to be not only improper but positive­
ly obscene. I may be excused for mentioning that 
Sura Dasa has, for instance, gone to the length of des­
cribing the " r a t i " of Radha and Krisna, but even then 
the whole tone and spirit of his descriptions are so 
thoroughly untainted wi th sensuality, so free from any 
tinge of worldly pleasures, so stoically austere in 
nature, indeed so refreshingly divine, that it is im-



HINDI SELECTIONS 

possible for any sympathetic and dissiminating reader 
to suspect any thing improper in them. At any rate 
there can be no doubt whatever that at least those 
saintly authors had their own minds absolutely free 
from any impure ideas and were singing what they 
honestly believed to be divine acts and " l i l a , " Those 
noble writers have invested their apparently grossest 
writings with such ennobling tone of their undoubted 
piety and sincerity that it would be idle for the most 
fastidious critic to denounce them. But the later 
successors of those great masters, wi th no inherent de­
votional spirit to inspire their muse, entered whole 
heartedly into undesirable developments of those 
topics, openly giving out that 

(their productions would rank as poetry if later poets 
were to be pleased wi th them, otherwise they would 
in any case afford a pretext for contemplation of 
Radha and Krisna...)"-Second Triennial Report on the 
Search for Hindi Manuscripts by Pandit Shyambihari 
Misra and Shukdeva Bihari Misra (p. 8-9), 

THE ASHTACHHAP. 

Pour disciples of Vallabhacharya, namely : Krishna-
dds Payahari, Surdas, Parmananddas, and Kumbhan-
das and four of Bithalnath namely : Chaturbhujdas, 
Chhitswami, Nanddas and Gobinddas comprise the 
Ashtachhap. They lived in Braj and wrote in Braj-
bluikhd. 

Of these the most famous is Surdas a detailed 
notice of whom w i l l be given later on, Othera ean 

http://gre.it
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hardly be said to have been great poets, though they 
wrote love songs. 

As the Krishna-cult has exercised considerable in ­
fluence on the vernacular literature of the country, a 
brief account of its teachings w i l l not be out of place 
here. " I t s essence is a soul-absorbing, nay a l l absorb-
ing individual love cast at the feet of H i m who is 
Love itself. The special feature of the sect is the 
adoption of Radhakrishna as objects of worship. The 
most commendable attitude of the soul to God was re-
presented by the position of the beloved to her lover. 
Married love was considered of a lower form, being in ­
terested and love towards the gallant, subversive of 
worldly duty and propriety as it was, was considered 
the highest kind of sentiment that the soul can enter­
tain towards the Almighty. The ardent longing of 
the Gopis for Krishna was considered typical of the 
soul's longing for God and sages and poets who cannot 
be suspected of favouring moral lapses have agreed to 
regard the Krishna idylls as symbolical of the highest 
devotion that is possible to man. This inner meaning 
is too esoteric for the Spirits of the common herd of 
disciples and its passionate adoration has in many 
cases degenerated into a poetry worthy of only the 
baser sorts of Tantrik Siva worshippers." "The chief 
popularity of this cult arose from the ful l play i t gave 
to the amorous side of the human nature. In the 
earlier stages and in the case of those adherents who 
were morally strong, there is no doubt it led to no 
excess or abuse. But human nature of the yielding 
type, which it generally is, can hardly resist long the 
insinuations to moral fa l l which such excessive hanker­
ings are bound to produce." Kesavadas was the first 
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to write two books on the are poetica. But the ar 
poetica was not confined to a classification of such 
heroes and heroines as have been actually painted by 
great poets. Each succeeding writer invented new 
species of Nayikas and coined a verse to illustrate it . 
The consequence was that the Krishna cult is now res-
ponsible for much that is obscene or demoralising in 
Hindi. This will be shown more clearly in the book 
on are poetica. The present book deals with the Ashta-
chb&p and a few others who were either of the same 
cult or belonged at least to Brindaban. Gokul Nath 
was a grandson of Ballabhaoharya and wrote the 
Chaurasi varta and Dosau Bawan vaishnavon hi varta 
in prose, and Dhruvadas though belonging to the next 
century is another well known poet of the same cult. 



SURDAS. 

"According to a tradition preserved in the glosses 
of the Bhakt Mala and to the Chaurasi Barta, he was 
a Saraswat Brahman, and his father and mother were 
beggars who lived at Gau Ghat or at Di l l i . 

The fact that books of the authority of these two 
works countenance this theory is typical of the ten­
dency of mediaeval Indian authors to trust to tradition 
instead of to independent research. Subsequent 
writers, English and foreign, have followed the Bhakt 
Mala, and have all been led wrong in consequence, 
for we have the very best authority, that of Sur Das 
himself, that he was not a Saraswat Brahman, and 
that his father was not a beggar and did not live at 
Gau Ghat, 

Surdas wrote a collection of emblematic verses 
(drist kut) with the accompanying necessary com-
mentary, and in the latter the author gives the follow* 
ing account of himself :— 

'The founder of my family was Brahm Rao, first 
of the Jagat (or of the Prath Jagdt) clan. In his fa-
mous family was born the handsome famous Chand. 
To him Prithwi Raj ( F l . 1190 A.D.) gave the country 
of Jwala. He had four sons, of whom the eldest suc­
ceeded him as king (NARES). The second was Gun 
Chandr', Whose son was SU Chandr', whose son was Bir 
Chandr', This last used to sport with Hammir, king of 
Rantbambhor. In his family was born Hari Chandr', 
who dwelt at Agra. Hari Chandra heroic son dwelt 
in Gopchal and had seven sons, viz. (1) Krish'n 
Chand, (2) Udar Chand, (3) Jurup Chand, (or possibly 
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RupChand),(4)Budhi Chand, (5) Deb Chand, (6) (?) 
San-srit Chand, and (7) myself Suraj Chand. My six 
brothers were ki l led in battle wi th the Musalmans; I 
alone, Suraj Chand, blind and worthless,remainedalive. 

I was fallen into a wel l , and though I called for help 
no one saved me. On the seventh day Jadupati(Krish'n) 
came and pulled me out and, making himself visible 
to me (or giving me my eyesight) said, 'Son, ask what 
thou desirest as a boon.' I said, 'Lord, I ask for the 
boon of perfect devotion, for the destruction of the 
enemy, and that now that I have seen the form of my 
God, mine eyes may never see aught else.' As the 
Ocean of Compassion heard me, He said, 'So let it be. 
Thine enemy w i l l be destroyed by a mighty Brahman 
of the Deckan.' Then named he me, Suraj Das, Sur, 
and Sur Syam, and disappeared, and thereafter a l l was 
darkness to me. I then went to live in Braj where the 
holy master (Bitthal Nath) entered my name in the 
Ashta Chhap." 

We thus get the following genealogy :— 
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It is evident that he was not of a Brahman, but of 
a royal stock. According to t radi t ion he was horn 
about Sambat 1540 (1483 A. D ), and was instructed 
by his father at Agra in singing, in Persian, and the 
vernacular. On his father's death he took to w r i t i n g 
hymns (bhajans), and gained many disciples. At this 
t ime he signed his verses, Sur Swami, and under 
that t i t l e wrote a poem dealing w i t h the story of 
Nala and Damayanti. He was then in the prime of 
his youth, and is said to have l ived at Gau Ghat, a 
vi l lage nine kos from Agra on the road to Mathura. 
About this t ime, he himself became a disciple of 
Ballabhacharji, and signed his poems w i t h the name 
of Sur Das, S i r , Suraj Das, or, as before Sur Syam. 
At this time he translated the Bhayavata Parana in to 
verse in the vernacular, and he also collected his 
hymns into the compilat ion enti t led the Sur Sagar. 
In his old age, his fame reached the ears of the em­
peror Akbar , who summoned h im to his court. He 
died in Gokul about Sambat 1620 (1563 A . D . ) . The 
above t radi t ion is certainly wrong so far as regards 
dates and as regards Sur Das's father, for the A i n - i -
A k b a r i , which was completed in 1590-97 A. D., men­
tions both Sar Das and Baba Ram Das as (apparently) 
then alive. A b u ' l Fazl says that 11am Das came from 
Gwaliyar, but Badaoni ( i i , 42) says he came from 
Lakh-nau."* 

M. Deviprasad the w e l l known historian of Mar-
war in his Surdas ka jivan charita gives further de­
tails of the great poet's l i fe . Misra Brothers are how­
ever of opinion that Sardas was a Brahman, not a 
bhat. They have also shown that he was born in 1483 

* Modern Vernacular Literature of Hindustan—p. 22.24. 
2 

http://Akb.tr
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and died in 1563. He was known to have written 
three works only, the Sur Sagar, the Sarsarwali and 
the Sahityalahari, though two other works, the Byahlo 
and Naladamayanti are also ascribed to him, "A new 
work by him the Sursagar-sar has now been unearth­
ed, which appears to be his genuine production. It 
covers 54 pages of about 370 slokas in extent The 
discovery of the present work is a most welcome addi­
tion to Sura's work's"—Second Triennial Report on the 
search for Hindi Manuscripts, by Pandit Shyam Bihari 
Misra and Shukdeva Bihari Misra, p. 8.— 
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NANDDAS 

Ashtachhap is believed to mean eight, masters of 
Braj Bhakha, literature, but the t i t le was given by 
Ballabhacharya to four of his own pupils and four 
of bis son Bitthalnath and these eight may be safe ly 
presumed to have been the apostles of his creed. 
Nevertheless they were all poets though only two, 
Surdas and Nanddas, believed to be a brother of 
Tuls,das, may be said to have been great poets. Re­
garding Nanddas the saying goes,  

" A l l others are only makers of orna-
ments, while Nanddas is the setter of gems." 

He is believed to have flourished about Sambat 
1623, His principal works are Raspanchadhyayi, Ane-
karathanamala, Danlila, Manilla, Jnanmanjari, Rasa-
manjari, Birahmanjari, Hitopadesa, Rukm nimangal, 
Namachintamanimala, Shyamagai, Dashamaskanda 
Bhagawat and Nasiketapurana in prose. 

He is also the author of numerous detached 
verses. 
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KRISHNDAS 

Krishndas was a Sudra but his devotion to his 
guru secured for him the managership of the Shrinath 
shrine. 

He is the author of three works Jugulman-
charita, Premsatuanirupa, and a commentary on 
the Bhaktamal. 

Ho flourished about the year 1560, 

The following legend concerning him is given 
in the HornedVernacular Literature of Hindustan. 

"Surdas in his poetry had exhausted al l that 
could possibly bo said concerning the God Krishna 
and hence when Krishnadas wrote anything it was 
always found to be identical wi th something that 
Surdas had already writ ten. One day the latter chal­
lenged him to produce a single stanza which did not 
comply with this disagreeable necessity and he failed 
to do so. Ho then promised to bring an original 
verse next day and going away spent the whole night 
in vain endeavouring to concoct one. In the morn­
ing ho found a verse mysteriously written on his 
pi l low which he took to Surdas who at once identi­
fied it as one which had been writ ten by their master 
Ballabhachari." 

His songs appear in the Ragsagarodbhava and 
have boon taken from that collection. 
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PARMANANDDAS. 

Pamananddas according to Misra Brothers was 

a Kanyakubja Brahman of, Kannouj. He flourished 

about 1550 A.D Two of his works Parmananddas-ji 

be pad and Danlila have been found. Another named 

Parmanandsagar is known to have been compiled by 

him. He was a very favourite disciple of Vallabha-

charya. 

The accompanying songs of his composition 

have been taken from the Ragsagarodhava. 
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KUMBHANDAS 

He is said to have been a very holy man. He 

was once invited by Akbar to his court in Fatehpur 

Sikri. He was very poor but always refused 

to accept any thing from any raja or a nawab. He 

was a Gaura Brahman and had several sons 

including Chaturbhuj Das, also one of the Ashtachhap 

He flourished about the year 1550. 

The songs in this extract are taken from the 

Ragsagarodbheva. 
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CHATURBHUJDAS 

He was a son of KUMBHANDAS and also one 

of the Ashtichhap. He is also the reputed author 

of Madhumalati all and Bhaktipratap. A book named 

Dwadashayasha has also been, unearthed which gives 

the date 1560 V, E. but this seems to be a mistake. 

The accompanying songs have been taken from 

the Ragsagarodbhava. 
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CHHITSWAMI 

Chitswami was a panda of Mathura and Birbal 

was his jajman. He was a rogue at first but was con-

verted by Bitthalnath. 

He flourished on or about 1500. 

His songs appear in the Ragsarodbhava from 

which the accompnying extracts have been taken, 
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GOBINDDAS 

Gobinddas was a Sanadhya Brahman of Antari. 

He removed to Mahaban where he made several chelas 

or pupils, but eventually himself became a chela of 

Bitthalnath and settled in Govardhan. He was an 

expert singer and even Tansen is said to have been 

enamoured of his songs. 

A grove of Kadambas planted by him in Govar­

dhan still exists and is called Gobind Swami's 

Kadambakhandi. 

He flourished about the year 1660. 

His songs appear in the Ragsagarodbhava from 

which the following have boon extracted. 
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AGRADAS. 

"He was a disciple of Krishnadas Payahari, one 

of the Ashtachhap and the preceptor of Nabhadas the 

celeberated author of the Bhaktmala. He is the 

author of kundaliya verses on morals. 

He flourished about the year 1569. 

His Kundaliyas each beginning with a proverb 

display his great poetic merit and some of them are 

therefore given in this collection. 
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NABHAJI PRIYA DASA. 

Nabhaji alias Narayandas was a Dom by birth. 

"According to the tradition he was born blind and 

when but five years old, was exposed by his parents 

during the time of scarcity, to perish in the woods. 

In this situation ho was found by Agrdas and another 

Vaishnava named Kal. They had compassion upon his 

helplessness and Kil sprinkled his eyes with the 

water of his Kamandal or waterpot and the child saw. 

They carried Nabha to their math where he was 

brought up and received the initiatory Mantra from 

Agrdas. When arrived at maturity, under the direction 

of Agrdas he wrote the Bhaktmala or "Legend of 

Saints" consisting of 10S verses in Chhappai metre." 

These 108 stanzas describe the most salient charac­

teristics of nearly 200 saints. A fuller description 

of the principal events in each saint's life is given in 

the gloss of Priyadas said to have been compiled at 

the request of Nabhaji in 1700 Sambat. Even the 

gloss is sometimes not very explicit, and requires to 

be supplemented by tradition. An excel lout comen-

tary in prose has now appeared from the pen of Sri 

Sitaramsaran Bhagwanprasad, the great modern saint 

of Ayodhya. 
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GOKULNATH, GOSWAMI 

Flourished about 1625 V.E. 

Gokulnath was a son of Vitthalnath and grand­
son of Vallabhacharya, the celeberated founder of the 
Radha Vallabhi sect of Vaishnavas. He is not men­
tioned by Sivasinha and Sir G. Grerson, possibly be­
cause he was not a poet (kavi). Yet he is the author of 
one of the few works in Hindi prose and his book the 
Chaurasibarta is widely read by the followers of 
Vallabhacharya, In this book Gokulnath has des­
cribed the devotion of the Vaishnavas to Go shains 
and is as Mr. Growse says "interesting as a specimen 
both of the dialect and religious superstition of the 
locality. Though written some two hundred years 
ago it might, for all internal evidence to the contra­
ry, have been taken down only yesterday, word for 
word, from the mouth of a village gossip. It does 
not contain a single archaic term, and in its unartifi-
cial style and rustic phraseology is an exact repre­
sentation of the colloquial idiom of middle class 
Hindus of the present century ; yet it has absolutely 
nothing in common with the language officially de­
signated the vernacular of the country, either as re-
gards the arrangement of the sentences or the choice 
of words; the latter being all taken from the Hindi 
vocabulary " 

The following account of Surdas is added to the 
book as it fits in better here than in its place in 
chronological order of Hindi writers. 
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DHRUVADAS 

A pupil of Hitaharivansh and a voluminous 

writer. The number of books written by him is cer­

tainly great but a collection of his writings printed 

under the t i t le of Dhruvasarvaswa covers only 220 

pages royal 12 mo. 

He was very fond of Raslila and a great friend 

of Rasdharis of Karhali. His Sabhamandali was wri t ­

ten in 1661, Brindiiban sat in 1686, and Rahasmana-

j a r i in 1698. The following extracts are taken from 

a collection in library of the Kashi Nagari Prachari-

ni Sabha. 
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