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MELPUTTUR NARAYANA BHATTATIRI

Melputtar Narayana Bhattatiri is one of the most celebrated
names in the field of Sanskrit literature in Kerala. It is surprising
that a poet of his eminence in Sanskrit is known so little outside-
But in the land of his birth few other names are held in greater
esteem, and few other literary works enjoy greater popular apprecia-
tion than his ‘Narayapiya’, the great devotional poem. A poet
endowed with literary ability of the highest order, and an author of
astraic works displaying profound erudition in several subjects,
Bhattatiri presented a rare combination of talents seen only in
another celebrated son of India, Bhartrhari. The achievements of
this eminent son of Kerala deserve for wider recognition among all
those who cherish Sanskrit language and its literature.

Bhattatiri was born in the year 1559-60 A.D. in Mglputtur
Illam, a family of Nampiris, or Malayala Brahmins, at Tirunavai
on the northern bank of Nila, Bharatapuzha river, io South Malabar,
Some information about his family and his parentage is available in
his own works.
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(Prakriya Sarvasva)

Uparinava grama is the Sanskritised form of Mélputtar. From
this statement we also know that his father was Matrdatta, who was
proficient in systems of philosophy such as of Bhatta. It is gathered
that Bhattatiri was the eldest son of his father, and that he had a
younger brother Matrdatta who also was a scholar and a poet.
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Being heir to such great heritage, no wonder Bhattatiri rose
to eminence. His period also gave him the necessary inspiration for
an ambitious literary pursuit, for there were during those days
numerous intellectual luminaries in Kerala who served as beacon
lights for aspiring literary men. Bhattatiri makes respectful mention
of several scholars including his own father Matradatta, who gave
him instruction in the several branches of knowledge.
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(Prakriya Sarvasva)

This is proof positive that be had his lessons in Mimamsa from his
father, vedic instruction from Madhavacarya, that he learned ‘tarka’
dastra from Damaodara, and ‘vyikarana’ from Achyuta. In view of
this statement, the popular story depicting Bhattatiri as a dullard
and libertine during his earlier days, has to be understood with some
amount of reservation. Bhattatiri must have inherited the great
qualities of his parents, but might not have shown any inclination
to study during his childhood. But later on coming under the
influence of his great masters, his latent faculties must have
awakened, and impelled him to new endeavours and enterprises.
Of the teachers mentioned by him we know very little about
Madhava and Damodara. Achyuta Pisharoti, a native of Trkkanti-
yar, S. Malabar, was a great scholar and authority in several
dastras, particularly in ‘vyakarana’, ‘jyotisa’ and ‘Ayurveda’.
From several references to Sri Pisharoti, it is clear that Bhattatiri had
profound regard for him. These facts afford us sufficient evidence
to conclude that Bhattatiri had rigorous discipline in ‘vedas’ and
in the several gastras during his early days from very distinguished
scholars.

Little is known about the biographical details of Bhattatiri.
But it may be gathered from his works that he enjoyed the patr‘énage
of several kings and potentates of Kerala, particularly Deva Nara-
yama;ithe Brahmin chief of Cempakagéeri (Ampalapuzha) at whose
Anstanice hewrote his ‘Prakriyasarvasva’. Here we may advert to an
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important incident in Bhattatiri’s life which is coanected with the
composition of his greatest poem ‘Narayaniya’.

Achyuta Pisharoti once became afflicted with rheumatism and
Bhattatiri cured him by invoking the disease unto himself by incanta-
tions. Bhattatiri consequently became ill. Finding little relief from
medicine, Bhattatiri betook himself to the great shrine of Guruvayur
(S. Malabar) to invoke the blessings of the deity for restoring him to
his normal health. During the course of his stay in the temple for
worshipping Lord Krishna installed there, Bhattatiri composed a
decade of verses every day in praise of the God. He chose Bhaga-
vata for his theme, and completed the work in one hundred days.
It is commonly believed that on the completion of his Bkajana in the
temple, he was cured through the blessings of Krishna.

According to a chronogram (a@trﬁwgﬁth‘) found in the poem

it was completed in 1587, when the poet was only 27 years old, a
fact which greatly enhances our admiration for so great a work.

About the later life of Bhattatiri we get practically no infor-
mation. His ‘Narayaniya’ would surely have brought him immediate
fame and immense popularity. And he would have taken his place
as a new star in the literary firmament. His vast erudition in the
‘vedas’ as well as in the ‘§astras’ would have secured for him a high
place of honour among the scholars of the land. He was welcomed
with great honours by the kings and chiefs of Kerala, some of whom
received his warm praise in return. Bhattatiri’r fame, particularly
as a grammarian, had spread to other parts of South India, where
it evoked the jealousy of some scholars like Vainateya. Bhattatiri,
unlike other grammarians of his day, was nota blind follower of
Panini, but was prepared to accept the authority of Apaniniya
systems also. This was naturally sufficient cause for controversy
among the grammarians. Bhattatiri, however, was'firm in his stand,
and vindicated his position with the help of the vast store of his
scholarship. His work ‘Apaniniya pramanya sadhana’ is a notable
contribution in this subject.

‘ Bha\ggatiri‘,is believed to have lived a long life and died full
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BHATTATIRI'S WORKS

He has left usa fairly large number of works which may
be broadly classified into (1) Poetical works, (2) Sastraic works.
Among the poetical works the more important are (1) Narayaniya,
(2) Sripadasaptati, (3) Guruvayupurgda stdtra, (4) Campu praban-
dhas and (5) a few pragastis about his royal patrons. The sastraic
works include (1) Manamégysdaya - Manapariccheda, (2) Prakriya-
sarvasva, (3) Dhatukavya, (4) Apaniniya pramanya sidhana, and
(5) Tantravartika Nibandhana.

We may shortly notice each of the works under both the
classes.

Narayaniya :(—Reference has already been made to ‘Naraya-
niva® his grand devotional poem. It is, in a sense, an epitome of the
Mahibhagavata. But the whole poem appears as a very happily
conceived devotional lyric of marvellous beauty and appeal. It
comprises 100 decades and 1036 verses, each conceived as a floral
offering at the foot of the deity. In grandeur of thought, beauty
of rhythm, and in spritual transport, ‘Narayaniya’ is seldom sur-
passed by any other poem of its kind. The poet felt the divine
presence all around and gave poetic expression to the sublime feelings
experienced by him. His prayers flowed forth from the depth of his
heart, and every thought of his poem breaths an air of divine
consolation. What is most appealing in the peom is the absolute
sincerity of the poet. The way in which he addresses his deity, and
his absolute reliance on Guruvayupurgéa are such as will convert
even the worst sceptics. From the first word to the last, the poet
maintained the spritutal sublimity along with the lyrical sincerity,
a very rare combination indeed. An analysis of the poem is beyond
the scope of this short notice, but a few stanzas may be quoted just
to indicate the nature of the composition.

g WMl Ay g el IR w
FAGERARH LAY Ay T
T [ FUEREEASE gt
AT A AR AT At g |

Here the poet ‘addresses his ailments as his friends and



v

devotee. In verses like the following, the feeling of sublimity is
carried to the highest pitch.of perfection.
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There cannot be a nobler thought or a form of more elevated
expression than this. Truly Bhattatiri should have enjoyed communian
with the infinitude of the divine-being in his daily worship of Guru-
vayupuré§a. Not only was he able to experience the presence of the
Supreme being in this manner, but he was also able to visualise
it in 4 human and cencrete form with all charms of puranic imagery.
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" In poetic expression also ‘Narayaniya’ may be regarded as an
extraordinary work of art. In the choice of diction suited to the
varying sentiments Bhattatiri displays marvellous skill which is the
despair of other poets. The following verses will be sufficient to
illustrate the point.
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This is the description of Krishna at the time of Rasa Krida.
No other words can paint the picture of Krishna so beautifully.
The following verse is about Kaliyamardana :
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Limitation of the space prevents us from quoting more. We
may conclude by observing that ‘Narayaniya’ is one of the most
beautiful devotional lyrical works in the whole range of Saanskrit
literature. It is a daily prayer book in thousands of Hindu families
in Kerala.

Sripadasaptati and Guruvayupurgéa stotra are two minor devo-
tional lyrics and may be classified with ‘Narayaniya’.

Prabandhas :— Among the poetical works of Bhattatiri, the
Campis occupy a prominent place. Bhattatiri has composed a
number of Campuprabandhas mostly for the use of Chakyars,
whose hereditary profession is Kuttu, recital of puranic stories in
temples for the edification of the religious devotees. More than 20
prabandhas are attributed to him, nine based on stories from
Mahabharata, two from Bhagavata, 4 from Ramayana, Two Saiva
stories and a few other Campus. The followingis a list of his
‘prabandhas’.

Mahgbharata :—(1) Rajasuya, (2) Ditavakya, (3) Panchal
Svayamvara, (4) Nalayani charita, (5) Sundopasundopakhyana,
(6) Subhadrarjuna, (7) Kountgyastaka, (8) Kirata and (9) Kailasa
Varnpana.

Bhagavata:—(1) Matsyavatara (2) Nrgamoksha.

Ramayana:—(1) Rakshasotpatti, (2) Ahalyamoksham,
(3) Balakandam, (4) Niranunasikaprabandham.

Saiva stories :—(1) Dakshayajiia. (2) Tripuradahana.

Other Campais :—(1) Ashtamicampi, (2) Svahasudhakara,
(3) Kotiviraha.

Although the prabandhas of Bhattatiri do not come up to the
poetic level of Narayaniya, they are nevertheless remarkable works,
noted for imagery and diction. They dzsplay his wonderful command
of poetic expression, and also his vast wealth of scholarship in
several sastras. These Works ‘allso; - therefore, deserve “our profound
attention.



vii

A passing reference alone will do about his Pragasti compo-
sitions. Matamahida pradasti (a panegyric of Vira Kerala Varma
of Cochin), Bimbali§a pradasti (on Goda Varma of Vatakkumkyr),
Dgvanarayana pragasti (on Dgvanarayana of Ampalapuzha), and
Mana Vikrama pradasti (on Manavikrama, Zamorin of Calicut) are
minor works composed in honour of these royal patrons.

Sastraic works —Among his sastraic works the more
important are the Prakriyasarvasva and the Manaméysdaya,
As indicated above ‘Prakriyasarvasva’ is a comprehensive work
on Sanskrit grammar written at the instance of Dgvanarayana of
Ampalapuzha. The work is assigned to the year 1617. It is divided
into 20 sections and covers the whole of Ashtadhyayi of Panini. It
is a lucid and clear commentary of the sutras of the Ashtadhyayi.
The author has taken care to include the views of earlier writers as
far as possible. The non-paniniyan systems have also been duly
recognised. On the whole, Prakriyasarvasva’ is a masterly and
comprehensive manual of Sanskrit grammar. Its benedictory verse
is well-known as exemplifying Bhattatiri’s capacity for poetic expres-
sion even in a work on grammar,
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‘Dhatukavya’ and ‘Apéniniyapramanya’ are two other minor
grammatical works composed by Bhattatiri. Dhatukavya is a work
in 3 sargas and 248 verses. An illustration each of every verbal
root in Sanskrit is given in this work. Apaniniyapramanya is a short
essay in defence of non-paniniya usages in Sanskrit.

‘Manameyodaya’ : Reference has been made to Bhattatiri’s
scholarship in Mimamsa and his proficiency in ‘Nyaya §astra’. The
‘mana’ part of the work Manamgyddaya reveals his attainments in
Purvamimamsa. The °‘m&ya’ part was added to it by a name-sake
of his, afterwards.

Works like ‘Kriyakrama’, a short treatise dealing with rituals
of Nampuri Brahmins of Agvalayana section, ‘Chaturangishtaka’,
on the game of chess, show the variety of themes of Bhattatiri’s
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choice. There are also a good number of stray verses attributed to
this great literary genius.

Bhattatiri’s chief title to a permanent place in Sanskrit
literature rests mainly on his great devotional poem ‘Narayaniya’,
and his grammatical work ‘Prakriyasarvasva’. Judged by any
standard, Bhattatiri deserves to be placed among the great literary
men who built up the wealth of Sanskrit literature.

SURUAD KUNJUM PILLAL M. a,

Director,
Oriental Manuscripts Library, Trivandrum.
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