p e r- Bulletin de I'Ecole francaise d'Extréme-
Orient

S S e

Gil Ben -Herut, Siva’s Saints. The Origins of Devotion in

Kannada according to Harihara’s Ragalegalu, New York,
Oxford University Press, 2018.

Florinda de Simini

Citer ce document / Cite this document :

Simini Florinda de. Gil Ben -Herut, Siva’s Saints. The Origins of Devotion in Kannada according to Harihara’s

Ragalegalu, New York, Oxford University Press, 2018.. In: Bulletin de I'Ecole frangaise d'Extréme-Orient. Tome 109,
2023. pp. 333-336;

http://lwww.persee.fr/doc/befeo_0336-1519 2023_num_109_1_6452_t13_0333_0000_2;

Fichier pdf généré le 17/06/2025

Conditions d'utilisation / Terms of use : https://www.persee.fr/cgu


http://www.persee.fr
http://www.persee.fr/doc/befeo_0336-1519_2023_num_109_1_6452_t13_0333_0000_2
http://www.persee.fr/authority/1793731
http://www.persee.fr/doc/befeo_0336-1519_2023_num_109_1_6452_t13_0333_0000_2
https://www.persee.fr/cgu

Comptes rendus 333

another (the cosmopolitan political aesthetic), Knutson attempts to show
how cosmopolitan language is the material with which history and politics
is not just represented, but performed.

Into the Twilight of Sanskrit Court Poetry is an invitation to recover the
words of the Sena poets as a theory of history. Their poems, rather than being
mere symptoms of a decaying cosmopolitan order, point to the possibility
of recovering a realism circumscribed by their internal contradictions and
anxieties. While the Sanskrit cosmopolis presupposes a world where all of
the particularities of place and contingencies of time are burned off, leaving
only a uniform political aesthetic, Knutson shows that the cosmopolitan is
the field on which the tensions and contradictions that make up the actual
lived politics of representation resolve themselves (or do not). In the end,
the close readings, philological sensitivity, theoretical nuance, and histori-
cal care shown by Knutson in /nto the Twilight provide a model for future
literary historians. What is more, the translations are clear, accurate, well-
selected, and often quite striking in English. This is a book to be read and
reread, savored and pondered.

Luther OBrock (University of California, Berkeley)

Gil Ben-HEruT, Siva’s Saints. The Origins of Devotion in Kannada accor-
ding to Harihara’s Ragalegalu, New York, Oxford University Press, 2018,
xii + 276 pages — ISBN 978-0-19-087884-9

Ben-Herut’s work contributes to the study of medieval Saiva devotion in
South India, a topic in need of more scholarly attention, and does so through
little-studied but influential textual evidence in middle Kannada. The inquiry
at the core of this book draws on the author’s direct reading of a selection
of 18 hagiographical narratives belonging to the Ragalegalu of Harihara,
a thirteenth-century poet from Hampi also known for works such as the
Girijakalyana. The selected hagiographies focus on the lives of Kannada
Saiva saints. In his examination of these stories, the author explores facets
such as the nature of the saints’ bhakti (chapter 2), the social interactions
at play within the Saiva community (chapter 3), the role of Brahminhood
(chapter 4), the relationship of the Saiva saints with kings and their Vaisnava
acolytes (chapter 5) and, in conclusion, their violent disagreements with the
Jain community (chapter 6). These are preceded by one chapter on Harihara’s
poetics (chapter 1), and an introduction that situates this book in the context
of modern scholarship, which has mostly looked at medieval Kannada Saiva
devotion through the lens of Virasaivism and Virasaiva literature, with
which the Ragalegalu and its author can only in part be associated. Some
of the saints who are the protagonists of these narratives are key figures in
Virasaiva devotion up to modern times, and their stories are narrated for the
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first time in the Ragalegalu (p. 3). While the Ragalegalu does not belong
to the Virasaiva devotional canon, hagiographies about Harihara indeed
find place in Virasaiva Puranas (see chapter 1 for an in-depth discussion).
Therefore, Ben-Herut’s book has the merit of adding complexity to the study
of the onset of a phenomenon which has shaped Saivism in the Deccan,
by showing how the early history of Virasaivism is by no means limited
to what emerges from the vacanas, composed roughly one century prior to
the Ragalegalu.

Drawing on the still scanty scholarly production on Kannada Saiva
texts and Kannada literary traditions in general, Ben-Herut convincingly
argues that Harihara’s Ragalegalu brought about relevant stylistic and the-
matic innovations. Harihara’s choices in terms of linguistic register—the
Nadugannada (middle Kannada)—and metre, where he opts for the more
fluid and less codified ragale, set the Ragalegalu apart both in the history
of Kannada literature and from contemporary South Indian devotional
texts (p. 58). Ben-Herut remarks that the text, in spite of its popularity and
the renown of its author, attracted no imitators; at the same time, the use of
the ragale metre, belonging to a performative rather than erudite local tradi-
tion, has remained unique in the history of Kannada belles-lettres (p. 63ff).
Similarly, the comparison with Cekkilar’s Periya Puranam and Palkuriki
Somanatha’s Basava Puranamu, often invoked throughout this book, marks
the uniqueness of Harihara’s work, not written in the style of a Purana but as
a collection of discrete narratives—a circumstance that brings Ben-Herut
to regard the Ragalegalu as a corpus rather than a single work.

Due to its narrative style and its focus on the human, earthly aspects
of the saints’ lives, the Ragalegalu gives intricate depictions of the society
of Saiva believers and their relationships with other social actors. The text
can therefore be a valuable reading for historians of religions and religious
communities. A frequent topic emerging both from the Ragalegalu and from
the hagiographies of Harihara is the problematic relationships between the
Saiva saints and the established powers, seen as allied with the religious
other (see p. 42ff on Harihara, as well as chapters 5 and 6). Saiva saints, as
well as Harihara himself, are at times described as fulfilling the function of
royal accountants, a position that allows them to give financial resources
to the Saiva community. This is the case of the famous Basavanna, whose
relationship with kingly power, in his case the twelfth century Kalyana court,
is examined in chapter 5; or Kondaguli K&$iraja, another protagonist of the
stories narrated in chapter 5, who was the chief minister of king Permadiraya,
i.e. Vikramaditya VI, and the author of poems to Siva Somanatha. This
attention towards the worldly aspects of religion, along with references to
real historical figures—who were however already undergoing a fiction-
alising process—could set these narratives in direct conversation with the
data emerging from the study of inscriptions, which this part of South Asia
has handed down in abundance. Other aspects of the Ragalega/u that lend
themselves to sociological consideration are the interest in marginalised
groups, as well as the attention given to the worldly occupations of the
devotees as a direct expression of their devotion to Siva, a notion that would
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be foundational for Virasaivism and that famously drew the attention of
one of the founding fathers of sociology, Max Weber. On this topic, one
could recall the story of the pot-maker Gundayya (chapter 3) who, excited
by his devotion for Siva, starts making pots day and night, producing with
his activity a drumming music that reaches Siva and pleases him as a form
of pija. As Ben-Herut notes, the Ragalegalu is famous for its rejection
of social ranking according to occupational backgrounds (p. 103), and is
regarded as ‘the first narrative work in the history of Kannada literature to
favourably engage with the lives of people from the margins of society,
their occupations, behaviours, and language’ (p. 99). As in several other
cases in the history of South Asian religious traditions, this has given rise to
claims about the ‘revolutionary’ and “anti-caste’ nature of medieval Saivism
in the Deccan. However, Ben-Herut reminds us on several occasions that
the Ragalegalu does not deny social structure and privilege, but that Saiva
devotion is not tied to them, and so it is no less valuable if such devotion
comes from a marginalised person such as a hunter or a pot-maker.

As is the case of all first books on a relevant and understudied topic,
Ben-Herut’s book leaves the reader positively unsatisfied by this exposition,
and wanting to learn more, for instance, about the influences that this text
has channelled from earlier and contemporary models. Some of the central
notions emerging from the texts examined by Ben-Herut are hardly new
in South Asian devotional movements. Just to mention a few examples,
notions such as the superiority of Siva’s grace and Saiva devotion over the
varna system and the primacy of Brahminhood and Vedic learning, here
exemplified, among others, by the story of the goldsmith Kallaya (chap-
ter 4); devotion seen as a ‘single fixation’ on the Lord (ékanisthe), which
is illustrated by the story of Caudayya (chapter 2); the struggle for kingly
patronage, but also the idea that a model saint cannot compromise with the
political life of the court and has to face the hostility of corrupt courtiers,
which has parallels in narrative literature as old as the Mahdabharata. An
analytical study of the Raga/egalu in the broader diachronic and synchronic
context of devotional and narrative literature from South Asia would be a
very productive direction to take, which could undoubtedly be aided by
the publication of reliable editions of these texts with English translations.

This study could have been improved, in my opinion, by the addition of
a more comprehensive and systematic presentation of the specific texts on
which the book is based. The Ragalegalu is certainly an important work,
as the author remarks, but it is still very little known to a wider audience
of academic readers, whose access to it is hindered by the absence of an
English translation. As a consequence, scholarly readers would like to be
provided upfront with more critical tools to be able to correctly assess this
study. What I would have liked to see is at least a paragraph, at the beginning
of the book, in which readers could easily find a list of titles of the 18 nar-
ratives selected by the author (crucial information that the author gives in a
terse, easily missed footnote on p. 59). We also need more information about
their structure and contents besides the author’s retellings spread throughout
the book; an overview, albeit general and certainly lacking detail, of the
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many narratives that the author has not selected as a source material for his
book, which make up the largest part of the Ragalegalu; some more criti-
cal considerations about the textual transmission and the criteria adopted
by the author in dealing with possible questions of authorship and textual
alterations, considering the popularity of these stories. This feels all the more
necessary given the author’s brief depiction (p. 59) of an unstable textual
situation in which one edition of the Ragalegalu includes over 100 narra-
tives, while the one that the author follows is more restrictive and stops the
count at 61. Moreover, only some of the narratives listed as sources of this
study are effectively discussed in detail throughout the book, a fact that
makes a structured general presentation even more desirable.

Florinda DE Simint (University “L’Orientale”, Naples)

Monika HorsTMANN & Dalpat Singh RarpuroHIT, In the Shrine of the
Heart. Sants of Rajasthan from the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,
Heidelberg, Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2023, 220 pages —
ISBN 978-3-948791-46-9, ISBN (PDF) 978-3-948791-47-6

Monika Horstmann and Dalpat Singh Rajpurohit have produced an out-
standing book that combines a detailed study of the history and literature
of the Dadu Panth, a religious sect founded by Dadii Dayal (d. 1603 cg) and
centred in Rajasthan, together with a selection of English translations of
their texts composed in Hindi-related vernacular dialects. It also includes
a selection of colour photographs. The translated poets include one poet
who preceded Dadi, Dadii himself, and five poets who were his disciples.
The earlier poet is Hardas or Haridas (c. 1455-1540), and Dadi’s five dis-
ciples are Bakhanam (d. before 1636), Rajab (or Rajjab) (d. before 1689),
Santdas (d. 1639), Sundardas (d. 1689), and Bajid (his poetry is known from
c. 1600). Collections of the compositions of each of these poets, with the
exception of Santdas, have been published in their original Hindi-related
languages. Nonetheless, other still unpublished texts by these poets survive
in the manuscripts of Rajasthani archives.

Several of these poets were born and raised in Muslim families. These
include Dada, Bakhanam, Rajab, and Bajid. Dadi was from a family of mod-
est cotton carders. Rajab and Bajid were from Pathan families. Santdas and
Sundardas were from Hindu merchant castes. Among them only Sundardas
was highly educated in traditional Hindu theology and Sanskrit-Hindi poetics.
Dadi himself and all his followers were grounded in the so-called nirgunt
movement of the Sants led by Kabir and Raidas, both of whom are identi-
fied by the hagiographer Nabhadas as low-caste disciples of a Brahmin of
Banaras named Ramananda. Our knowledge of the lives of Dadu and his
disciples comes mostly from an early biography of Dadii by his disciple Jan
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