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Purva Meaning Prasasti
By
B. CH. CHHABRA, Ootacamund.

There are fossils in the field of linguistics, too, in the sense
that a particular word, evidently once invested with a certain meaning, has,
by the passage of time, lost it so completely that even lexicons provide
no guidance.! To recognise its past life, one has to collect specimens
and subject them to comparative study. Such obsolete terms or petrified
éxpressions, so far as Sanskrit is concerned, abound specially in old inscriptions‘.
Purvz happens to be one such expression, and we propose to discuss it in the
present note- '

The term p%irva occurs in quite a number of ancient epigraphs in .a
context where, as will presently be demonstrated, it cannot mean anything
else but prasasti ‘eulogy’ or ‘laudatory poem’, though nowhere has it
been taken as such. Those who had to translate it or comment on it have
taken it as an adjective, qualifying some such word as prasasti, which, they
say, is understood and is to be supplied. The cumulative evidence of
the instances cited below militates against such a hypothesis and tends to
s?low that the word pfirv@ is a substantive and itself means prasasti in the
given context.

Before proceeding with the examples, we may observe that the inscriptions,
so far discovered, containing the term under discussion, range in time from
the 5th century to the 12th century A.C,, and are scattered over a large area,
comprising Nepal, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan Union, Madhya Bharat, Madbya
Pradesh and Hyderabad. This mirrors the life-history, so to say, of the
word pArv@ in its peculiar sense of pradasti. Its sway was thus fairly
extensive and lasted for a very long time.

It may, in passing, be remarked that the term purva is found used in
early inscriptions in another context as well, namely in that of details of fhe

1. Inthe Ce.nten ary Volm.ne (1845-1945) of the Journat of the Ceylon Branch of the
Royal Asiatic SoCi.Bty, Néw Seeies .VOI' L Colombo, 1950, pp. 33.5, Dr. E. J. Thomas deals
with some linguistic fossils of a dxﬁ'er.ent type. He refers to the English equivalents of
certain Pili terms, that emanated from pioneer Indologists and, though wrong and inadequate
for rendering the original, have gained currency even among the present-day scholars. After
pointing out, for instance, that the word dhamma (Skt. dharma) is often rendered by ‘law’ in
English, whereas it really signifies ‘teaching’ or ‘doctrine’, he remarks._:_.__"’l‘he term ‘‘law” is
now a mere fossil, which originated before the real meaning of. the Buddhist teaching of

[ S e

doctrine was known,”
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date of a particular epigraph.? This may be akin to the pmrva discussed
below, but it has been left out of consideration here, as it is not very material
to the point at issue. We now proceed with. the relevant examples.
1

Let us first examine the celebrated stone inscription of Mandasor
(Madhya Bhgrat) of the time of Kumiragupta I and Bandhuvarman. Its
object is to record the erection of and, later, repairs to a temple of the Sun
by a'guild of  silk-weavers. It comprises as many as fortyfour stanzas in
various metres. It is a poetic work by one Vatsabhatti who introduces
himself in the last hemistich thus :

o= ¥ 9w Ean g | _

meaning ‘and this piirva has, with particular care, been composed by
Vatsabbatti.'" Dr. J. F. Fleet, who edited the inscription, however, supplies
the word prasastih after piirvva in the hemistich cited above? This
would imply that the poet, who had carefully composed the poem,
omitted or could not fit in the word prasastih where it was most
needed. Fleet’s emendation could have been accepted, had the present instance
been a solitary one of its kind. We have, on the other hand, more instances,
some of which are more explicit on the point. It is, therefore, better to take
the term p7rva in the present context as a synonym of prasasti.

I

The date of the record just adverted to has been calculated to be 473
A.C}* Two more lithic records, not dated, but palacographically of about
the same period, Buddhistic in content, are found at Ajanta in Hyderabad,
One of them occurs in Cave XXVI. It has been edited by Pandit Bhagwanlal
Indraji and Professor G. Bihler. It records the excavation of the cave temple
(Cave XXVI) by a Buddhist monk, Buddhabhadra by name, who himself js
the composer of the piirva, as expressly stated in the first half of the last

verse (Verse 19) :
ety T AT fa(@)enamin dindt |

2. Dr. D. R. Bhandarkar has briefly discussed the connotation of the word prrva in the
New Indian Antiguary, Vol.1(1938), pp. 142-3. His emphasis is, however, more on its use
in.counection with dates. He has recognised the fact that the word is a substantive and not an
adjective. According to him, it denotes ‘detailed order’ or ‘descriptive sequence,’ Vaguely
applying to both date and enlogy.

3. Fleet's Gupta Inscriptions (Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, Vol. I, Calcutta,
1888), p. 84 and fn. 2. His translation, on p. 87, accordingly, runs as follows: ‘‘and this
(eulogy) that precedes was, with particular care, composed by Vatsabhatti.”

4. In fact, the record contains two dates, one for the construction of the temple and the
other for its restoration. The first is the expired year 493 and the second is the expired year
529, both according to the Malava reckoning, corresponding respectively to 437-38 A.C. and
473-74 A.C. This latter is supposed to be the date of the inscription, too,
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‘and this prasasti of Sugata has likewise been composed by the self-same
Acarya (Buddhabhadra).’ A B

This example teaches us further: Sauga#? is an adjective derived from
Sugata; and it qualifies prirvd which is clearly a noun here.

Notwithstanding all this, the editors of the inscription have missed the
true import and have treated the pfirvva in the text quoted above as an adjective.
It may be pointed out that the latter half of the verse has suffered damage
and consequently a few words there have been lost to us. Biihler surmised
that one of these lost words must have been pradasti. His note runs as
follows : “it must remain doubtful if saugati or saugatim is the correct
reading. In the former case the word would have to be taken with prasastih,
which doubtlessly stood in the last pada of the mutilated anustubh; in
the latter it belongs to lokacil ntas ]."5 He was more inclined to the
former alternative, as is evident from his translation of the passage: “And
this Buddhistic [inscription or eulogyl, given above, has been likewise
composed by the Acirya...”®

Against this view, it may be observed that the addition of an adjunct
like puirva to prasasti, as Bithler would have it in this instance, the whaole
phrase reading iyas ptirv@ Saugati prasastih (in prose. order), is neither
necessary nor compatible with Sanskrit idiom. If, on the other hand, the
word purva is taken to mean prasasti, no such ungainliness arises. In that
case we would simply have iyasn: saugati prrva. ’

The next illustration is a little more instructive inasmuch as the pomhm
of the expression prirva there does not admit it to be interpreted as ‘given
above’ or ‘that precedes.’

III

The other Ajan{a inscription occurs in Cave XVI. It has likewise been
edited by Bhagwanlal Indraji and Bihler. Lately it has been re-edited by
Proféssor V. V. Mirashi. It records the excavation of a cave-dwelling by
Varahadeva, who was a minister of the Vakataka monarch Harisega.
Appropriately enough, a considerable part of the prasasti in the beginning
is devoted to the description of the Vikataka rulers of the Vatsagulma
branch. In the very first verse, the composer of the inscription é.fter
paying homage to the Lord Buddha, informs us of his Object’ thus :

Cal g7 fafmg et |

‘I am going to utter a prirvd, which contains (also) the lineage of Kiige.!

5, Archaeological Survey of Western India, Vol. 1V (Report on the Buddhxst Cave
Temples and their Inscriptions, by Jas. Burgess, London, 1883). 134, fn, 6.

6. Ibid., 136. . > . 0 F RS
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_ The poet of this purva displays a marked predilection for alliteration, as
pointed out by Mirashi.” And he gives us a sample of it in the fourth pada of
the very first verse just quoted. It has, however, not been construed as we
have done it. Naturally, one, who cannot even suspect that an ordinary
word like purvd can be a noun synonymous with prasasti, would never
construe the passage as we have done it. And, as we have remarked above, in
the present context, the 47irvz cannot be rendered as ‘preceding’ or ‘given above.’
We thus find that Bhagwanlal Indraji took it to mean ‘early,” while Biihler,
and, following him, Mirashi explained it by ‘ancient.’®

The reason why these scholars could not even suspect that the word
$urvd here might denote something different is obvious. The compound
ksitipa-Gnupiirvi, which we have taken to be of the bahuvrihi type, can
equally be taken as one of the tatpurusa kind. In the latter case, it simply
means ‘lineage of kings.’ If bahuvrihi, it signifies ‘that which contains a
lineage of kings.” In other words, the noun and the adjective in one construction
change positions in the other. They took puirva as an adjective and rendered
the passage by ““I shall describe the ancient succession of kings.” We take

it as a noun and translate the passage as ‘I am going to utter a pfirvad, which
contains the lineage of kings.”

Let us now see as to which of the two explanations is more to the
point.  Apparently there is nothing wrong with the first one. In fact, this
was the only explanation possible as long as the possibility of the word purva
meaning prasgst; was not thought of. Now, with that possibility gaining
ground, the other explanation has an equal chance. Nay, it appears even more
acceptable “when we consider that the author of the inscription intended
primarily to describe the minister’s charity in a laudatory fashion and that the
account of the fuling house came in only as a secondary something, however
OinSatMY from the minister’s point of view. This receives support from a
tcgnate inscription at Ajanta itself. This inscription occurs in Cave XVII.
1t has been dealt with by the aforesaid three scholars. It does not mention
purva or prasasti, but hag something else which amounts to that. As in
the case of the inscription in Cave XVI, herein, too, the obeisance to the Lord

Budqha is followed by the author’s declaration as to his object, in the very
Opening Verse, in these words:

ISLUSH L B, qunfiraigad: SR |1°

7. Hyderabad Archaeolo

gical Serigs, No. 14— Vakataka Inscription in Cave XVI at
Ajaptd, Hyderabad, 1941, p. 4. '

8. Ibid., p.13. For Biihler's inter
Ind;&ji's.re“de:mg' see ASWI, Memoir
Western India, 1881), p: 7.

9. ASWI, Memoir No. 10,

pretation, see ASWI, IV, p. 126 ; and for Bhagwanlal
No. 10 (Inscriptions from the Cave Temples of

P. 73; ASWI,1V, p. 129; and Hyd. Arch. Series, No. 15, p. 10,
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‘(by me) will set forth a description of the excellences of the pious donor of

the vihara.

It seems that the prirvar pravakshye of the one record stands paraphrased
by the guna-abhidhana-upanayah karisyate of the other. It is, after all, a
gutia-abhidhana-upanaya ‘the presenting of a laudatory account’ that is meant
by prasasti and, we may now confidently say, also by piirva. This claim of
the latter is further substantiated by the illustrations that follow.

v

The next instance, in chronological order, is afforded by a stone inscription
hailing from a village near Haraha far in the north, in the Bara Banki District
of Uttar Pradesh. The inscribed slab is now housed in the State Museum at
Lucknow. It has been edited by Pandit (later Dr.) Hirananda Shastri. It
records the restoration and renovation of a Siva temple by a Maukhari
prince in Sasiwat 611 (554 A. C.). The poem, consisting of twenty-three
verses; is of considerable merit- Its author is one Raviéinti who introduces
himself in the concluding stanza thus : - ’

FAWEX: g wEEfaa |
TNIUIE, TR wwR e i

The translation of the learned editor, who, in common ‘with other
scholars, was unaware of the exact connotation of the word purva in the
original, runs as follows : ““Raviéanti, the son of Kumaraanti and resident of
Garggarikata, composed the preceding [ prasasti ] out of regard for the king "o“’
While presenting the the text, he corrected the original purva into ﬁ’i?rvvyé n
Now we know that neither this correction is necessary nor the word pras’as.t;.
need be introduced in the translation, the prirva itself standing for that.

v

There is yet another inscription of the sixth century A. C. that affords
us an instance of the use of the term prrva@ in the sense of prasasti. It is
engraved on a rock, overlooking the Betwa, ancient Vetravati, near Deogarh in
the Jhiinsi District of Uttar Pradesh. It has been edited by Rai Bahadur
Daya Ram Sahni. It records the setting up of images of the Sapta Matrka
the seven divine mothers, cut in a niche in the rock near the inscription. bs,
one Svamibhata. The inscription is a dainty poem, significantly CODSistin' .o)f'
only seven verses. Its author is one Jata, as stated in the firgt half Ofgthe
concluding verse : ‘

JFAFR AT FETAXSAHAT |

.10. Epigraphia Indica, XIV, p. 120.
11. 1bsd., p. 118, fn. 1.
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The learned editor of the inscription, not knowing the exact semse of
drirvoa here, loosely renders it by ‘foremost,” and translates the hemistich
as follows: “This foremost (prasasti) was composed by Jita, the son
of Yaksadatta.™? Ip the light of the foregoing discussion, we may

now translate the original by ‘this eulogy was composed by Jita, son of
Yaksadatta,’ ‘

VI

Of the seventh century A. C., we have three inscriptions, illustrating
the use of pirvz. All the three of them come from Réjasthan and are dated.
The earliest of them is dated in Sarivvat 682 (625 A. C.). The inscribed stone
was found at Vasantagadh in Sirohi State. It refers itself to the reign of a
king named Varmalata and records the erection of a temple of Durgd, under
the name of Ksemirya. The inscription consists of twelve verses, followed
by names of a flumber of persons who formed a gosthi to which the constructiop
is due. The last verse briefly mentions the names of the composer and the
engraver of the inscription :

framrgaas  gwua]y] freewa e

TAREZINT s39g: St arrgieear i
“This parva of (;.c. composed by) the Brahmana Divakara’s son Dhirtarasi
has been €ngraved, in extremely delicate letters, by Nagamundin.’

The i“5‘51'113ti0n has been edited by Bhandarkar. He has not translated
nor has he expressed any opinion as to the significance of the puyva

OCCurring in the verge quoted above, though in his introductory remarks he
hi

it}

as referred to the inscription as prasasti.®
VII

A stite interesting illustration is afforded by an equally short inscription,
dated in Sarirvat 718 (g6 A.C.). The stone slab on which it is engraved was
found somewhere in Mewad" and is now kept in the Victoria Hall at Udaipur,
It has been edited by Professor F. Kielhorn. It records the erection of a
Visnu temple by lady calleq Yas'omati, wife of Varahasirhba, a military
commander under the Guhila king Aparajita. The charming poem of twelve
verses is modestly called, by jts author, kavya-vidambana ‘mockery of a poem’

12. Epigraphia Indica, XVIII, 127,
13. Ibd,, IX, p. 192,
14. Ibid., p. 189.

15. According to Bhandarkar’s List of Inscriptions of Novthern India, No. 13, it came
irom Nagda in Udaipur State.
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or ‘an imitation poetry.”™ The same is referred to as pirv@ in the last verse,
wherein the poet records the fact that it was engraved, in shapely and
exquisite letters, by one Yas'obhata :

TREAMAANS N €F TEET GIAT |
aMAT A FHM w0

‘This eulogy has been engraved, in clear and acute script, by the young lad
Yaéobhata, son of Vatsa, (and) grandson of Ajita.’

The veteran editor in this case has likewise refrained from translating
the inscription and has thus not expressed his opinion as to the meaning of
puirva in the verse cited above. He has, however, given us sufficient indication
of the fact that he did feel something uncanny about it,- by drawing attention
to the three instances, then known to him, of the similar use of the term
purvial” He was evidently not satisfied with such interpretations of it as
‘that precedes.” It need hardly be added that his suspicion stands vindicated
now ; and the Gordian knot cut !

VIII

hal ;Ol_lf Of( ';h_el-th_ree instances quoted by Kielhorn refers us to the
Jhalrapatan dJ ada.war .State in Rajasthan) inscription of the time of king
]I)t“rgagaga'thate n f"”"’“’ 746 (689 A. C.). Tt has been edited by Bihler.
records e constructi e

his inser; .lICtlo.n of a Siva temple by one Voppaka. For our
purpose, this inscription is the most illuminative; for, it is called both
prasasti and prrvd in its concluding verses, It is, however, a pity that
Biihler has slightly misread the very crucial word gwrez and has thereby
misinterpreted the expression wherein it occurs, The prasasti consists of
thirteen verses. Verse 12 gives information about its composer and verse 13
informs us of its engraver. In the former, the composition is called prasasti,
and in.the latter, it is referred to as #7rva. The two verses run as follows :

T SATARg SAFIAL AFRAY weg [1]°
Wedw wafimmg soRag iy TETSRAGR |

16. ‘This sort of mxmmlzat%on of the merits of one’s own composition is quite common among
Sanskrit poets. Compare the wistful utterance of a certajn poet :

TR F99: F99: TN T grfgarEran |
iREg affa mvzfasammenfy g eva: o
v, Ep. Ind., 1V, p. 32, fn. 4. The three instances pointed out by Kielhorn correspond

to our Numbers I, VIII and XII.
. T original does not have visarga and the single danda, marking the half of the
G7ti. In that case the omission of visarga is quite grammatical, followed as it is by a ra,
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sregaer g[aa)” g(@)aara(m)® e |
s awa(R)rE gt R

The reading of the last quarter is clearly as it is given above, but Bihler
read it as piirvva-vijfiana-dalina, which makes a world of difference. He takes
the whole of it as an attribute of Vamana. He not only translates it by ‘who
was able to understand the original,’ but also emphasises the point by adding
an explanatory note, saying: ‘‘purvavijiianasaling, lit. ‘who is able to
completely understand the preceding,” apparently indicates that the mason
was a person versed in Sanskrit.”® It needs no showing how wide of
‘the mark Bihler has been in this exposition.

The two verses may be translated as follows :

“And this prasasti has been composed modestly, in pleasant, popular,
significant and melodious words, by Bhatta Sarvagupta.”

“This ptirva has been engraved here (on the stone) by Acyuta’s son
Vamana, an intelligent (and) experienced mason”.

X

Another instance that hits the nail on the head is afforded by one of
the early inscriptions in the neighbourhood of Katmandu in Nepil, jointly
edited by Bhagwanlal Indraji and Bihler. The particular inscription that
employs the term under discussion is dated in the year 153 of the Harsa
era, corresponding to 758 A. C. It records the dedication of silver lotuses
by the members of the royal household to the Lord Siva. It is a long and
beautiful poem, consisting of thirtyfour verses, of which, we are informed,
five are composed by the king himself and the rest by one Buddhakirti -

Hew =@ fem @y g om aw @
Fag 9t TR st weaty ety gam 12

Again, the learned editors of the inscription have taken the word purva
here as an adjective and considered the nqun prasasti to be understood; for
their translation runs as follows :

: §
: : “With the exception of five verses, which
the clever prince himself composed right well, Buddhakirti, out of affection
for the king, wrote th? above original (eulogy).”® To us, the last three
"words of the verse mean this unique eulogy.’

19, This portion is mot clear on the published fucsimile, facing page 180, ITndian
Antiquary, Vol. V.

20. This orthographical mistake is noteworthy.
21. Ind. Ant., 'V, 182 and fn.
22. Ibid., Vol. IX, 180.

23. Ibid., 182,
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X

Another clear instance is provided by a damaged stone inscription from
Sakrai in Jaipur State of Rajasthan. It remains unpublished to this day, but
has been noticed by Bhandarkar®* It is supposed to be dated in Susmwvat 1055
(998 A.C.). We happened to examine an estampage of it. In its last verse, its
composer gives his name in these words : .

‘ a1 fagfaar @90 aURONSIATET |
“This prirva has been composed by Varaha of small wisdom.’

XI

Yet another telling instance is found in a Kalachuri record of about
the eleventh century A. C. This one comes from Bilblari in the Jabalpur
District of Madhya Pradesh. It is a prasasti of composite pl.n'atracter, two
separate compositions (one by Stinivdsa and the other by Sajjana), having
been welded into one by a Saiva Acirya, Aghoraéiva by name, the® whole
running into more than eightysix verses. It has been edited by Kielhorn., It
records the erection of a Siva temple by the queen Nohala, wife of the Chedi
ruler Keytravarsa, and its subsequent dedication, at the hands of their son
Laksmanaraja, to the Saiva ascetics of the Madhumateya sect.

The welding is indicated by a prose passage—ieneyar: prasastih
sahgatim anita—after verse 83. And verse 86 informs us that the prasasts
wag written out (on the stone) by N&i and was engraved by Nonna :

: FTTgan g NE-w Sy sfahaar |
|TEATREFAAIANT  Feom |1
Preceding this, we have another Arya, thrown in as verse 85, evidently
composed by one Kayastha Siruka, wherein the prasasti is referred to as
The second hemistich of this verse reads :

purva.

HEH FAE AEW FRY T RN I G TN
+‘May this composition — this fame, this eulogy — endure as long as the
creation.’

The way the author of this eloquent couplet has laid special emphasis
on the contents and the merits of the poetic production by giving it three
different significant appellations is really remarkable,

The three conjunctive cakaras, employed right in the classic siyle,
clearly indicate that three distinct objects, though referring to one and the
same thing, are intended. Yet, the learned editor of the inscription, missing
the sense of purva here, took only two: kr#i for ‘composition’ and prrva
kirti for ‘the preceding eulogy.’ He has left the third cak@re unaccounted
for, Itis certainly not a mere expletive in the present instance.”

24. No. 97 of D, R. Bhandarkar’s List of Inscriptions of Northern India. See also the
Progress Report, Archaeological Survay, Western Circle, 1909-10, 57.

25. Ep.Ind., 1, 270. If the sense taken by Kielhorn were really intended, the author
could very well have said krtisca prrva prasastisca, to avoid ambiguity.
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XII

To corclude, let us notice one rhote instance. The inseription i§ found
in the Sasbahi temple at Gwalior in Madhya Bharat. It is partly damaged.
It is dated in Savvat 1161 (1104 A, C.). It has been edited by Dr. E. Hultzsch.
It records the construction of a Siva temple, though its author appears to
be a Jaina ascetic of vast erudition, as he calls himself Nirgranthanatha.
The ptirva consists of twentyfour verses. In verse 23, we have :

..... ceeveenen.. P
T qEwwiREasfadg v sQEl
Al o wE @ ght shagtzam ||

‘The illustrious monk, Yas'odeva by name, who is the leader of the Nifgranthas,
(and) who is a veritable abode of fine arts, over which are (Auttering) the
flags of his poesy in six (different) languages, composed this purva.’

~ Huiltzsch has not translated the inscription, but in a note he says:
“Probably the word prasastim has to be supplied with rvan étam."* By
now, however, we know that such a supplement is not called for.

Conclusion

The cumulative eviderice of the dozen instances, cited above, illustrating
the peculiar use of the word p#irva in inscriptions from various places and
various periods drives one to the conclusion that it did once signify ‘eulogy’
ahd was syrnionymous with prasasts.

It has not been possible for us to extend our search to the field
of literature on this particular igsue, though there are indications¥

26. Ind. Ant. XV, 202, footnote 10.

27. For example, see purvval prasastily given as a variant reading under $asdfiani
in Bft!a's Radambari (Nimayagﬁg'ara Press, 7th ed., 1932, p. 225, fn. 5), in the
desetiption of Candrapida’s dig-wjaya, 1t appears that certain expressions in this description
were not properly understood. We have already shown (Siddha-Bharat?, Pt. I, p. 39) that
kun{t,m kirtanani .is not to be understood as havi-guna-ganani kurvan ‘singing praises of
Hari’ as the's‘choltgsts would have it, but means ‘building temples’. Now it is significant that
in the dig-vijéya description, this Muvvan kivtanani should be followed by lokhayat sasanani
‘cansibg chafters to be written.” OF course, the sfestion of teriples was usually followed by the
donation of lands for which copper charters were given to the donees ; but one would expect
something else also, such as setting up stone inscriptions, prasastis giving poetic descriptions
of the buildings as well as eulogising the pious builder. It may, therefore, be suspected that
Bapa Bhatta originally did write something like ullekhayan purvah after burvan kirtanani, that
some copyist later on added pras-astils as a gloss to prrvah to explain this less familiar term
and that later copyists or collators eliminated the whole clause as something supeljﬂuous,
thinking that writing or engraving of some sort of documents after all was expressed by the

lekhayaf sasanant.
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that some corroborative material may be found there as well,

Postscript

After this article had been completed, we came across another instance
of the use of purva in the cense of prasasti, which is unique inasmuch
as it occurs in a prose passage, whereas all the examples cited above occur
in verses. It is found at the end of a partly damaged inscription, dated
Saviwat 547 (490 A. C.), which has not yet been published. The passage runs

as follows : fafaat ¥ gsai squfds TUITAMHICEIGET ‘and this eulogy

has been written by Aparajita who meditated on the feet of (or who enjoyed
the favour of) Rajaputra Gobhata'. It may be observed that the writer has
purposely avoided the sandhi between prurva and Aparajitena, so that we
may have no ambiguity whatsoever about his name being Apardjita, The

composition of the inscription proper is in verse.
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