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The Many Identities of Sturdas

Hiroko Nagasaki ®

Sardas (or Sur, for short) is one of the early Hindi poets who have
drawn much attention from scholars of bhakti literature. A well-
known story about Strdas states that he was of Brahman origin,
however, due to his blindness, he faced cruel treatment. As a result,
he sought refuge with Vallabhacarya, a founder of the Visnu Krsna
faith in the city of Vrindavan. The primary source of this story is the
Caurast vaisnavan ki varta,* a biography of saints associated with the
sect. In this work, Sturdas is revered as one of the celebrated eight
poets, known as astachdp or ‘eight seals’. This biography describes
his early life, his encounter with Vallabhacarya, his realization of the
divine play, and his performance of various miracles.

However, as more and more progress had been made in manu-
script studies and other investigations?, it has become challenging to
ascertain the authenticity of the poems in the Siirsagar (Str’s Ocean),
as is the case with other early Hindi poetry. It is entirely plausible that
some of the poems attributed to Sir were composed by others. On this
note, the Caurast vaisnavan ki varta mentions that the Mughal emperor
Akbar searched for pads (poems with a loose moraic metre) created
by Surdas and purchased these poems against gold and silver coins.

1 There are two hagiographies associated with the Vallabha Sampraday sect:
the Story of Eighty-Four Disciples (Caurdst vaisnavan ki varta) and the Two
Hundred and Fifty-Two Disciples (Do sau bavan vaisnavan ki varta). The former
describes the disciples of Vallabha (Vallabhacarya), while the latter focuses on
the disciples of Vitthalnath, Vallabha’s son. The compilation is attributed either
to Gokulnath, Vitthalnath’s son, or to Hariray, who inserted his commentary
into the original text.

2 The edition Sur’s Ocean, edited by Kenneth E. Bryant and translated by John
Stratton Hawley, is one of them.
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Tempted by the lure of these coins, Pandit Kavi$var faked a pad of
Surdas and brought it to Akbar. In an ordeal, when Akbar submerged
the pads in water, the counterfeit pad became sodden, while the paper
bearing Sardas’ genuine pad remained dry (Varta 3-4).% This story
implies that some pads were indeed written by individuals other than
Surdas. Taking into account the self-praise aspect of the sect’s lineage,
Akbar’s ordeal of the pads can be interpreted as a sign that Vallabha
Sampraday tried to obscure the fact that poems by authors other than
Sur had been incorporated into the Sarsagar. Interpolations seem to
have occurred in the period when this hagiography was composed in
the seventeenth century.*

This chapter investigates the evolving attribution to the poet Stirdas
over time. Through an analysis of the shifting portrayals of Strdas in early
Hindi hagiographies, the study points out that a lesser-known poet might
have been merged with the more renowned figure of Stirdas. This melding
might reveal a strategy employed by religious sects to elevate the stature
of their poets. There are two possible interpretations of this phenome-
non: either the more recognized poet overshadowed and assimilated the
lesser-known one, or the lesser-known poet purposefully associated his
work with Stirdas to ensure broader readership, capitalizing on the fame
of the renowned poet. Ultimately, this chapter aims to analyse to what
extent the hagiographical tradition may have played a role in shaping
the evolution of the Sir corpus, by teasing apart the poetry of at least
two different Sirdases whose poems are mixed up in the critical editions.

Two Sadrdases Described in the Bhaktmal

Around the year 1600, Nabhadas composed the Bhaktmal (The Garland
of Devotees), one of the early hagiographies written in Braj Bhasha. In
this work, he employed a six-line poem format, known as chappay, to
depict not only his contemporaneous saints but also legendary saints
and poets. Renowned figures like Tulsidas, Kabir, and Mirabal were
featured in his hagiography, attesting to their widespread fame during
his era. As Nabhadas is believed to have resided in Vrindavan around

3 Parikh vs 2005: 443-8.

4  The earliest manuscript of the Caurasi vaisnavan ki varta dating to 1640 is men-
tioned by Hawley (2015: 365 n.105). This manuscript predates the supposed
composition date of this hagiography suggested by Barz. According to Barz
(1976: 102), Hariray’s ordering of the Caurast vaisnavan ki varta is supposed
to have been composed around 1696 CE.
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the sixteenth century, his accounts of saints from that period are con-
sidered reliable. He referred to Str in chappay 73:

o v A W N =

Stira kabita suni kauna kabi, jo nahim sira calana karai.

ukti, coja anuprasa, barana asthiti, ati bhart.

bacana priti nirbaha, artha adbhuta tuka dhart.

pratibimbita dibi disti hrdaya hari lila bhast.

janama karama guna rupa sabai rasana parakast.

bimala buddhi guna aura ki, jo yaha gunasravanani dharai. 73

Having heard the kabit of Str, which poet would not bow his
head?

His speech, witty remarks, alliteration, and status of descrip-
tion, are incredibly profound.

He accomplished the words and love, and made wonderful
meanings and rhymes.

Reflecting the divine sight in his heart, the play of Hari was
made splendid [by him].

His speech showed all of Krsna’s birth, deeds, quality, and
form.

Those who obtain the listening of this quality, their knowl-
edge and quality will become pure.

In this poem, pratibimbita dibi disti hrdaya (divine sight was reflected in
his heart) can be interpreted as an allusion to Str’s blindness, emphasiz-
ing his inner vision. Hari lila could refer to Krsna 11la. The praise high-
lighting Str’s renown among fellow poets for his poetical skill seems
fitting for someone who holds the title of astachap in the Vallabh sect.
However, what’s most intriguing is not just the content of this chappay,
but the fact that Nabhadas composed another chappay dedicated to Sar.
The following chappay no. 126 describes Surdas.

o U A W N =

gana kavya guna rasi suhrda sahacari avatart.

radhakrsna upasa rahasi suhka kau adhikart.

navarasa mukhya srngara vividha bhantina kari gayo.
vadana ucarata vera sahasa pamyani hvai dhayo.
angikarakt avadhi yaha, jo akhya bhratajamala.
srimadanamohana suradasakt, namasynkhala jurt atala. 126

He is blessed with the talent of poetry and recitation, has
a beautiful heart, and is an incarnation of the attendant [of
Radha and Krsnal.
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2 Worshiping Radha and Krsna, he had the authority of secret
happiness.

3 He composed many poems with nine emotions, in which
srngar ras played a central role.

4 When he uttered poetry, it took thousands of feet and ran (it
became famous immediately).

5 It is the highest honour that he was called the twin brother
[of god].

6 The names Holy Madanmohan and Siirdas are tightly linked.

This brief curtsy to Stirdas describes that he was a master of the syrgar
ras, had already gained significant fame, and was revered as either
an incarnation of one of Radha-Krsna or as a twin brother of Krsna.
The last line emphasizes his deep association with Madanmohan (or
Madanamohana), one of the names of Krsna.®

It is intriguing to think that Nabhadas might have created two
distinct chappays for the renowned poet Sir. Yet, a more plausible
explanation could be the existence of another Surdas, also a Krsna
devotee. However, due to the significant similarities between the two
chappays (such as poetic prowess and devotion to Krsna), it becomes
difficult to distinguish them based solely on Nabhadas’ descriptions.
This is especially so when considering the difference in the name of
the god to whom each of two Strdas was devoted: Hari in one case,
and Radha-Krsna and Madanmohan in the other.®

5 Hawley noted that the signature of Sirdas Madanmohan apparently came to
light for the first time at the end of the manuscript dated vs 1681 (Hindi MS
no. 157, Anup Sanskrit Library, Bikaner). However, even in this instance, the
poems attributed to Sirdas Madanmohan are treated as a kind of appendix.
See Hawley (1984: 23).

6 The challengesin differentiating between Hari and Krsna, or indeed between
other names like Govinda and Nandanandana, do not necessarily clarify the
distinctions between the two Sardases. However, an insightful reference from
a reviewer introduces a nuance: the role of Radha. This reviewer references
the work of Méns Broo, who highlights that in the early Gaudiya texts, such as
the Haribhaktivilas by Sanatan Gosvami, there is either no mention of Radha
or she is not emphasized. Consequently, references to Radha-Krishna might
indicate the Gaudiya affiliation of the second Sur. Additionally, Madanmohan
alludes to one of the three principal Krsna images in the Gaudiya tradition,
as the fourth episode of Priyadas suggests.
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Sdrdas Described in the Bhaktirasbodhint

Nearly a century later, Priyadas gave a concrete image to this ambig-
uous Sur described by Nabhadas. In his commentary of the Bhaktmal,
titled Bhaktirasbodhini — which is printed alongside Bhaktmal in con-
temporary editions — Priyadas gave details of chappay 126. This de-
tailed account of Sirdas-Madanmohan includes the following four
stories:”

1 The Tax Collector Suirdas and the Sugar
The first story refers to his original name, Sur, his official position
as amina (tax collector) of Sandila, and his devotion to Madan-
gopal. He bought expensive sugar and sent it for preparing food
offerings for Krsna. Priyadas described the poet’s eyes as resem-
bling lotuses, implying that this Str was not blind.

2 Guardian of the Adherents’ Shoes
The second story refers to him as the ‘guardian of the adherent’s
shoes’.2 One devotee, having heard that the poet had mentioned
this role in one of his pads, decided to test him. True to the claim,
he indeed kept the shoes of one sadhu and refused to go inside
the temple even when Gusain called him twice. He explained: ‘I
was entrusted with the shoes, so I was focusing on people’s feet.’

3 Mishandling of Akbar’s Money
The third story narrates that Str spent all the collected revenue
on feeding sadhus. When the emperor’s man came to collect the
money, he filled the box with stones and ran away to Vrindavan.
A courtier, Todar Mal, urged Akbar to arrest him. When subjected
to torture by the cruel official Dasatam, Sair sent a dohda (a couplet)
to emperor Akbar:

7 For a modern Hindi commentary, see Nabhaji (2011: 745-50).

8 Evidence of his composition, ‘siiradasa madanamohana janama janama gaurm.
santana ki panahim kau racchaka kahauriv’ (Sirdas Madanamohan will sing
in every life, calling himself a guardian of the adherent’s shoes), is cited.
Nagaridas, in his Pada-prasanga-mala 47, references the same line in the story
of Sirdas Madanamohan. This line is identical to the concluding line of verse
number 2 in Mital’s edition. S. M. 2 bears resemblances to verse number 166
of the Sursagar, though its final line is totally different as ‘siira kitra amdharau
maim dvara paryau gaurv’ (Shall I, Sar, who is cruelly blind, stand at the door-
way and sing?). The phrase ‘the guardian of the adherent’s shoes’ appears
exclusively in the works attributed to Sirdas Madanamohan.
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ika tama amdhiyaro karai, sinya dat puni tahi.
dasatamate raksa karo, dinamani akabara sahi.

With one darkness [the world] will be darkened. [You] have
given emptiness on top of it.

O Akbar the Great, the Sun! Save [me] from [the cruel man]
Dasatam.

Moved by this couplet, Akbar was pleased and declared: ‘Go to
that place (Vrindavan). All the wealth I have consecrated to you.’
Akbar mercifully set him free.

4 The Grace of God
The fourth story highlights his devotional life in Vrindavan. He
was cherished by both Madanmohan and Mahaprabhu. When
he composed a poem, it reached up to one hundred yojanas
[away].

While Nabhadas simply referred to the fame of this poet as a master
of the srngar ras, who was revered as an incarnation of an attendant
of Radha-Krsna, Priyadas’ commentary differs in many aspects from
Nabhadas’ description. The shared themes between Nabhadas’ and
Priyadas’ depictions are the immediate spread of the poet’s works and
his divine connection as a twin to a deity. According to Priyadas, this
Sur was not a renowned poet of the Vallabha Sampraday.

Now our question is: who was this ‘Sirdas Madanmohan’? He
was a tax collector, a sincere devotee, and an embezzler of Mughal
emperor Akbar’s funds on behalf of the sadhus. The references to
Akbar and his minister Todar Mal provide clues about his era, likely
the late sixteenth century. This portrayal does not coincide with the
conventional image of Stirdas that we are familiar with. The problem
here is that while detailing ‘Sirdas Madanmohan’, Priyadas omitted
commentary on chappay 73, where Nabhadas referred to ‘Vallabha
Sardas’.

The reasons behind Priyadas’ focus on ‘Sirdas Madanmohan’, who
is lesser-known, and his omission of the more renowned ‘Vallabha
Sturdas’, remain ambiguous. A potential explanation could lie in the
purported association between Priyadas and Stirdas Madanmohan with
Caitanya or Mahaprabhu. Given that the god espoused by Gaudiya
(Caitanya) Sampraday was Madanmohan, Sirdas Madanmohan is
considered to have belonged to Gaudiya Sampraday. Furthermore,
Strdas Madanmohan is said have been a pupil of the theologian
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Sanatan Gosvami (1488-1558), who himself was a disciple of Caitanya
Mahaprabhu.®

Although there is no evidence or reference in the text, the link
between the deity Madanmohan, whose temple was established by
Sanatan Gosvami, and the pen name of this poet suggests that Strdas
Madanmohan was a disciple of Sanatan Gosvami. According to
Ramcandra Sukla, the period of Stirdas Madanmohan’s composition
was between vs 1590 and 1600. One of the reasons behind Priyadas’
focus on ‘Stirdas Madanmohan’ could be that Priyadas, driven by sol-
idarity within the same sect, described this person in detail and pro-
vided insights into a follower of his sect.

Image of Sardas in Dadtpantht Hagiography

There are other early sources to consider. Raghavdas of the Dadtapanthi
sectis said to have composed his Bhaktmal dated 1660 (vs 1717). This text
is chronologically placed between the Bhaktmal of Nabhadas and the
commentary of Priyadas. Raghavdas referred to ‘Stirdas Madanmohan’
along with ‘Sar, the author of Stirsagar’, with descriptions seemingly de-
rived from Nabhadas’ Bhaktmal.*® He explained that the names of Str
and Madanmohan are linked and that Sirdas Madanmohan’s srngar
ras was beautiful. Providing specific place names such as Dwarka, he
emphasized the widespread influence of Sirdas Madanmohan’s poet-
ry, echoing Nabhadas’ narrative. Raghavdas introduced a new angle,

9 R.S. McGregor (1984: 94-5), Sukla (1990: 102-3), and, notably, Aimbak (1979)
have sought to analyse the influence of Gaudiya Vaisnava bhakti on Sardas
Madanmohan. The reviewer of this paper graciously provided me with
a Gaudiya source on Sardas Madanmohan found in Haridas Das’ Sri Sri
Gaudiya Vaisnav Abhidhan. In this text, Sirdas Madanmohan, a disciple of
Sanatan Gosvamj, is distinctly recognized as a separate poet from the blind
Surdas. The episodes closely align with Priyadas’ commentary, including
details such as Sardas, originally named Sardhvaja, being an official during
Akbar’s rule. He sent a cart-full of grain (or sugar) to Vrindavan for Lord
Madanmohan and, after being motivated by a dream, organized a grand feast
and donated generously from Akbar’s coffers to sadhus. He moved to Vrinda-
van, served Thakur, and composed the Suhrdvani, a collection of 105 padas in
Braj Bhasha, known for its lyrical brilliance (Haridas Das 1957: 1403).

10 While Raghavdas composed two stanzas (236-237) about Madanmohanstr
(equivalent to Sirdas Madanmohan) and Caturdas provided commentary on
these (361-365), two other stanzas (263-264) by Raghavdas dedicated to ‘Sardas
the author of the Suarsagar’, did not receive commentary in the Rajasthan
Oriental Research Institute edition.
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revealing that while Stirdas Madanmohan was primarily a devotee of
Krsna, he sang praise of Rama.'* The commentary on this text by Caturdas
dated 1800 gave almost the same story about Sirdas Madanmohan as
that given by Priyadas, which is mentioned above.

Interestingly, after providing a brief note on ‘Sar, the author of the
Sarsagar’, this edition offers insights about the saint Bilvamangal about
whom Raghavdas composed one stanza (265), on which Caturdas gave
an extended commentary (403-413). In the commentary, Brahman Bil-
vamangal becomes infatuated with a courtesan named Cintamani, but
is spiritually awakened to God by her words. After visiting her during
heavy rain, using a snake as a rope to ascend to her house, Cintamani
rebukes him, emphasizing that her body is nothing but skin and bones.*?
This narrative bears a resemblance to Priyadas’ account of Tulsidas.'® In
Raghavdas’ Bhaktmal, while the name Strdas is not explicitly attached
to Bilvamangal, the critical edition labels him as ‘Bilvamangal Sturdas’.
This is possibly due to Bilvamangal’s blindness, a condition he inflicted
upon himself by piercing his own eyes with a needle. Raghavdas’ com-
mentary on ‘Surdas, the author of the Sarsagar’ doesn’t state outright
that he was blind but emphasizes Bilvamangal’s blindness. Thus, Bil-
vamangal emerges as the third Surdas. For example, the Sikh tradition
melds three identities: ‘Stirdas, the author of the Sarsagar’, ‘Sturdas
Madanmohan’, and ‘Bilvamangal the blind (Strdas)’. Further details
will be explored later, particularly in Punjabi sources regarding Sar.

Description of SGrdas in Persian Sources

The Persian sources that reference Stirdas provide additional informa-
tion. The A’in-i-Akbart describes how Ramdas, a resident of Gwalior, and
his son Strdas were singers at the court of Akbar.'* The Muntakhab-

11 The parallels are evident when observing Tulsidas, who, despite being a fol-
lower of Rama, wrote verses about Krsna.

12 The tale of Bilvamangal in Bengal, which slightly differs from the narrative
presented in the Bhaktamal of Raghavdas, see Chakrabarti 2024.

13 Le., in Priyadas’ commentary, Bhaktirasabochinl. The repetition of the Bil-
vamangal tale by Caturdas, where he is referred to not as Bilvamangal but
rather as Bilvamangal Surdas, suggests two possibilities: either the title ‘Sardas’
was conferred upon him subsequently, leading to similarities in anecdotes
with Tulsidas, or the story predated the bestowal of the name ‘Sardas’.

14 Surdas is mentioned in The A‘in i Akbari by Abul Fazl ‘Allami, translated in
Blochmann (1873): 612, A‘In 30, as the nineteenth of thirty-six musicians: ‘Sar
Das, son of Babii Ram Das, a singer’.
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al-Tavartkh identifies his father Ramdas as a resident of Lucknow.*®
The Inshaa-i Abu’l Fazl (The letters of Abu’l Fazl) explains that Stardas
was invited to meet Akbar in a letter from Abw’l Fazl.'® While it is pos-
sible that these records might be discussing a third or fourth distinct
Surdas, I am inclined to believe that they refer to Sirdas Madanmo-
han. The Sturdas depicted in these Persian documents shares similar-
ities, particularly regarding his role at Akbar’s court, with the Sardas
Madanmohan as described by Priyadas. Based on these accounts, we
could suppose that the singer Sirdas Madanmohan and his father
Ramdas lived in Lucknow. Subsequently, Sirdas Madanmohan might
have taken on the role of a divan (government official) of Sandila,
a location not distant from Lucknow.'”

Description of SGrdas in Punjabi Sources

In regarding to Punjabi sources, Jeevan Deol pointed out that there
is a single line (chadi mana hari bimukhana ko sanga) attributed to
Surdas in the Saranga raga section of the Adi granth, which is found as
an entire pad in some manuscript traditions.'® The hymn by Strdas in

15 The Muntakhab al-Tawarikh of ‘Abd al-Qadir bin-i-Malik Shah al-Badaoni,
Bada’tini, ed. W. N. Lees, Kabir al-Din Ahmad, and Ahmad ‘Ali 1865-1869: vol. 2,
P- 42. For English translation, see Lowe 1973: 37. I am grateful to Dr. Kazuyo
Sakaki for the Persian source.

16 Mital (1958: 5) presents a narrative regarding an invitation from Akbar, but
does not cite any sources. The authenticity of this claim remains unverified.

17 Hawley (2009: 21-4) gives the details of the Persian sources.

18 As for the hymn of Sardas, Deol (2000: 184-90) gives the critical text of the
pada based on the Patna recension. He says that the printed Adi granth text
might be a variant of this recension.
chhadi mana hari bimukhana ko sanga.
kaha bhae pipdi piae bikhu na tajai bhuianga. 1. rahau
kaga kaha kapitira chugde suana navaiai ganga.
khara kaii kaha agara ko lepanu marakata bhiikhana anga. 1.
pahana patita bana naht bedhe rite hohi nikhanga.
suradasa oi kart kamart charata na dije ranga. 2.

Mind, leave the company of those who have turned away from Hari;
Does a snake ever lose its venom from being given milk? (1) rahau
Why feed crows camphor? Why bathe a dog in the Ganges?
What use is a paste of perfume on a jackass or jewels on a monkey’s arm? (1)
A spent arrow can’t piece a stone even if quivers are emptied.
Suradas, a black blanket can never have a different hue. (2)
Translated by Jeevan Deol.
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the Adi granth resembles a pad attributed to the poet ‘Vallabha Sar’ in
the Sursagar. While there exists a connection between the Adi granth
and Surdas of the Vallabha Sampraday, it is interesting to note that
post-eighteenth-century Sikh hagiography created an image of Stirdas
by mixing not just the blind Strdas and Strdas Madanmohan, who
was a divan at the imperial court, but also Bilvamangal. For example,
the Potht Harijasa by Darbarl Das in vs 1860 provides an account of
Surdas in the following manner: Krsna cursed a cowherd named Guali
for having looked at a gopt with lustful eyes. Consequently, Guali was
reborn as Sairdas, the blind son of a Kayastha serving as a divan at the
imperial court. Str was given a jagir and administered it. He was asked
to praise the emperor, but he refused. In this story, the blind Stardas
and the court official Sirdas Madanmohan became one. Furthermore,
due to the misinterpretation of Bilvamangal in Caturdas’ commentary
on Raghavdas’ Bhaktmal, the curse for having looked at a woman with
lustful eyes was incorporated into the story of a single Stardas.*®

Eighteenth-century Sources

In contrast, two eighteenth-century hagiographies explicitly describe
Surdas Madanmohan. The first, by Nagaridas of Kishangarh, intro-
duces four stories, which bear similarities to the account provided by

This resembles the following pada attributed to Stradas (probably of Vallabha
Sampraday) in the Sarsagar (332) of Nagari Pracarini Sabha.

tajau mana, hari-bimukhani kau sanga.

Jjinakaim sanga kumati upajati hai, parata bhajana maim bhanga.

kaha hota paya-pana karaem, bisa nahim tajata bhujanga.

kagahim kaha kaptra cugaem, svana nhavaem ganga.

khara kaum kaha aragaja-lepana, marakata bhiisana-anga.

gaja kaum kaha sarita anhabdaern, bahuri dharai vaha dhanga.

pahana patita bana nahim bedhata, ritau karata nisanga.

saradasa kart kamari pai, cadhata na dijau ranga.

Mind, leave the company of those who have turned away from Hari,
Meeting, whom bad intentions are produced and worship is interrupted
Why feed milk to a snake who never abandons poison?
Why feed crows camphor? Why bathe a dog in the Ganga?
Why use a paste of perfume on a jackass or jewels on a monkey’s arm?
Why bathe an elephant in a river? Just go back to own way (of getting covered
in dust).
A spent arrow can’t piece a stone even if quivers are emptied.
Stradas says, a black blanket can never have another hue.

19 Deol 2000: 175-6, f.15.
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Priyadas. Embezzlement, guardian of the shoes for the devotees, and
the popularity of his poems echo the narrative by Priyadas. Along with
it, a new story emerges about a jewelry theft in the Kesavray temple in
Mathura. Stirdas Madanmohan composed a poem describing how the
thakur (Krsna) went to the house of his in-laws and his wife’s female
relatives took his jewelry according to the local custom.?°

The second is the Marathi hagiography, the Bhaktavijaya, composed
by Mahipati. His portrayal of Sirdas Madanmohan is both longer and
more important than his description of ‘Strdas the blind’ as the ava-
tar of Akrar. His reference to Sirdas Madanmohan closely mirrors
the account by Priyadas. However, he puts great emphasis on the fact
that each character has a completely sincere duty of his own. Strdas
Madanmohan believed he was born to feed the sadhus and consumed
Akbar’s money, knowing that he might be executed. Yet, Akbar also has
a religious mind in that he was delighted by this action and did not
mete out any punishment.?

In this regard, how many Sturdas there were depends on whether
we consider the Stirdas in Persian sources to be a different person. The
Sardas at Akbar’s court is commonly identified with Stirdas Madanmo-
han, as previously discussed. Thus, these details highlight that alongside
the Strdas of the Vallabha Sampraday, who stands as the central fig-
ure in hagiography, the identity of Sirdas Madanmohan also received
notable recognition in the eighteenth century. This underscores the
presence of multiple Stirdas figures within early hagiographies across
different traditions and sects. Does the prominence of the Strdas of
the Vallabha Sampraday suggest that his recognition overshadowed
that of another Sardas figure depicted at a similar level in early hagi-
ography? In other words, did the Vallabha Sampraday Strdas prevail
to such an extent that it erased the recognition of other Stardas figures,
despite their acknowledgment across sects up to the present day? Or,
instead of outright erasure, could it be a case of assimilation of multiple
Surdases into the Str corpus? At least, the nineteenth-century Punjabi
hagiography suggests that over time, confusion may have led to the
amalgamation of multiple character identities into the contemporary
portrayal of Sardas.

20 Pauwels 2017: 135-7.
21 The depiction of Sirdas Madanmohan and Vallabha Sardas in Mahipati’s
Bhaktavijaya is based on the translation by Abbott and Godbole (1982: 41-51).
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Assimilation of Verses

A more complicated aspect is the assimilation of verses, particularly
the authorship of the Stirdas’ poems. Several researchers have point-
ed out the fact that poems by saints other than ‘Vallabha Strdas’ are
included in the collection, especially concerning Stirdas Madanmohan.
A prominent Hindi scholar, Ramcandra Sukla, noted that even though
there is no well-known book by Strdas Madanmohan, his verses are
full of ras (essence or taste). As a result, many of them have been incor-
porated into the Sirsagar. He quoted the following two pads of Stirdas
Madanmohan in his book Hindi Sahitya ka itishas, but the second pad
is almost the same as pad 1306 in the Starsdagar of the Nagar1 Pracarini
Sabha edition.

1) madhu ke matavare syama! kholaumn pyare palakair.
sisa mukuta lata chutt aura chutt alakaim
sura nara muni dvara thadhe, darasa hetu kalakaim.
nasika ke mott sohai bica lala lalakaim.
kati pttambra muralt kara sravana kundala jhalakaim.
saradasa madanamohana darasa daihaum bhala kai.
Oh Syam, who is intoxicated in honey, open your pretty eyelids.
On your crowned head, hair is scattered, and a lock of hair is
unraveled.
Oh god, oh man, oh saint, I hope you will stand at the door and
reveal yourself to me.
The pearl of your nose is beautiful, and I regret to see a beloved
one on the way.
Yellow cloth on your waist, a flute in your hands, and earrings
on your ears shine.
Sardas Madanmohan says, please give a glimpse.

2) navala kisora navala nagariya.
apani bhuja syama bhuja tipara, syama bhuja apane ura dhariya.
karata vinoda tarani-tanaya tata, syama syama umagi rasa
bhariya.
yaum lapatai rahe ura antara marakata mani kaficana jyauri
jariya.
upama ko ghana damini nahim, kamdarapa koti varane kariya.
sura madanamohana bali jort nandanandana vrsabhanu
dulariya.
A young man (Krsna) and a young girl (Radha).
Put her arm in his arm, and she pulled his arm on her chest.
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On the shore of the Yamuna River, Krsna and Radha overflowed
lusciously, having amusement, they embraced each other like
an emerald embedded in gold.

The cloud and lightning defy all metaphor; even millions of
Kamas may sacrifice themselves in vain.

Str Madanmohan offers himself to the couple - the son of
Nanda and the beloved daughter of Vrsabhanu.

Since both Sirdases composed hymns dedicated to Krsna in the
same dialect of Hindi, Braj Bhasha, the verses bear a striking resem-
blance. How, then, can we confirm that the pads in the Stirsagar were
composed by Stirdas Madanmohan? Sukla says that more of Sardas
Madanmohan’s poetry is known to people, but in this confusing situa-
tion, only a handful scholars have endeavoured to compile or edit the
pads of Stirdas Madanmohan. The following attempts are worth noting:

1D

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

Nagaridas referred to Stirdas Madanmohan and quoted four of
his pads in his Pad prasang mala (1748/vs 1805).

Viyogl Hari gave fourteen pads in his Brajmadhurisar (1923/vs
1980).22

Sarayuprasad Agraval gave twelve pads in his Akbart darbar ke
hindi-kavi (1950/vs 2007).2®

Baba Krsnadas of Gaudiya Sampraday collected 105 pads of
Sturdas Madanmohan (1943/vs 2000).2*

The Sarasvati Bhandar in Kankroli, Rajasthan, collected 126 pads
into one booklet.?*

According to Haridas Das’ Gaudtya vaisnav abhidhdan in 1957,
Sardas Madanmohan composed a padavali titled the Suhrdvant,
which contains 105 pads.?®

Prabhudayal Mital published the Sardas Madanmohan: jivant aur
padavalt in 1958/vs 2015, in which 185 pads are included. Mital
edited them based on the four books (Viyogl Hari, Saraytprasad
Agraval, Baba Krsnadas and the Sarasvati Bhandar) mentioned
above.

22 Hari (1933 [1923]): 100-7). Another book by Viyogl Hari (1930) contains five
verses of Sirdas Madanmohan which are the same verses as in the 1933
edition.

23 Agraval 1950: 447-50.

24 This book is no longer available (Mital 1958: ).

25 According to Mital (1958: 71-8), his edition is mainly based on this collection.

26 There are no further details available beyond the title and the number of pads
(Haridas Das 1957: 1403).
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Quotations from Sardas Madanmohan’s verses given in this chapter
are based on Mital’s edition in which 185 pads are included.

Regarding literary themes, Sirdas Madanmohan’ verses do not
exhibit any distinct stylistic characteristics. His preferred subjects
include the meeting of lovers, the pain of separation (viraha), and the
description of Krsna’s beauty, in which young Radha-Krsna are por-
trayed. In addition, several poems focus on the play of young Krsna
(bal-lila), and there is one pad on the butter tax (dan-lila). These subjects
are typical of the poetry of devotion to Krsna. However, as Nabhadas
described that Stirdas Madanmohan was a master of srngar ras, his
poems are indeed full of amorous passion of the gopts towards Krsna.
In one of his verses, a heroine ardently expresses her hope that Krsna
will come to her, saying:

hirade kau thara kartirn naina-prana tamairm dhartm, tana-mana
nyauchavari kartim, hoya jyaum avana. (Stirdas Madanmohan
padavali of the Mital edition (S. M.) 94)

I will make my heart a tray on which I will put my eyes and life.
If he comes, I will sacrifice my body and soul.

In his PhD dissertation (1979), Aimbak attempted to trace the influence
of the Gaudiya Sampraday in some phrases of Sirdas Madanmohan’s
poems. However, Stirdds Madanmohan did not explicitly describe the
sectarian theory of the Gaudiya Sampraday. It is reasonable to state
that the religious thought of his poems was not remarkably different
from that of other poems of Krsna devotion.?”

The Verses Common to the Mital Edition of ‘Strdas
Madanmohan’ and the Sdrsagar Attributed to
‘Vallabha Sardas’ (Nagar1 Pracarint Sabha Edition)

Regarding verses found in both editions, Mital pointed out that 24 out
of the 185 pads attributed to Sirdas Madanmohan can also be found
in the Sarsagar. By compiling and comparing electronic versions of the
Starsagar from Nagarl Pracarini Sabha and the Stirdas Madanmohan
from the Mital edition, I identified an additional four pads beyond
those noted by Mital, as well as several shared phrases. In total, at

27 Aimbak 1979: 167.
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least twenty-eight pads proved indeterminate regarding their original
authorship.

These shared pads can be categorized based on the extent of their
similarities. Notably, no pad perfectly matches in both editions. Among
the types of partial match, I discounted pads that only shared a few
words between editions, reasoning that they did not meet the criteria
for consideration. For instance, there are pads that start with three
common words (Jasoda, jhulavai, halaravai), a type of partial alignment
I generally opted to ignore. Nevertheless, I would like to introduce them
here to highlight the unique characteristics of each poet. While both
poets touched upon the theme of mother Yasoda’s affection for baby
Krsna, they expressed it in a distinct manner.

Jasoda hari palanaim jhulavai.

halaravai, dularai malhavai, joi-soi kachu gavai.

mere lala kaum au nindariya, kahaim na ani suvavai.

tt kahaim nahim begihim avai, tokaum kanha bulavai.

kabahur palaka hari miidi leta haim kabahurn adhara
pharakavai.

sovata jani mauna hvai kai rahi, kari-kari saina batavai.

ithi antara akulai uthe hari, jasumati madhuraim gavai.

jo sukha stira amara-muni duralabha, so nanda-bhamini pavai.
(Sursagar 661)

Mother Yasoda rocks a cradle for Hari (Krsna).

Rocking, shaking, making a kissing sound, she sings something
or another.

Come to my baby, sleepyhead! Why don’t you come to let him
sleep?

Why won’t you come soon? Kanha (Krsna) calls you.

Sometimes he closes his eyelids, and sometimes his lips quiver.

When she knows he has fallen asleep, she stays still and silent,
then tells [the others] that he has fallen asleep.

[But] during this time, Hari (Krsna) restlessly wakes up, and
Yasoda sings softly.

Suardas says, the happiness of Nanda’s wife is difficult to obtain
even for divine beings and sages.

In depicting the same scene of rocking a child, Yasoda in the Sarsagar
softly sings (jasumati madhuraim gavai) to lull Krsna to sleep. In con-
trast, Sirdas Madanmohan employs numerous onomatopoeia and ya-
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maka. While a distinguishing characteristic of the Stirsagar is its sense
of stillness, that of Stirdas Madanmohan is its euphony.

Jasoda maiya lala kaum jhulavai.

dache bare kanha kaum hularavai.

kaniyam- kaniyam atyam - atyarn yaum kahi lada ladavai.

hulululu hulululu ham- har- ham kahi goda liem khilavai.

dou kara pakari jasoda rani, thumaki pamya dharavai.

ghananana ghananana ghumgharii bajaim, jhamjhariya
jhamakavai.

Stiradasa madanamohana kauri, yahi bhamti rijhavai.

mam mam marm mam pap pap pap pap pap cac cac cac cac tat
tathet,

ya bidhi lada ladavai. (S. M. 5)

Mother Yasoda swings her baby (Krsna),

Rocking the good child kanha (Krsna).

Having said, ‘Come Kaniyar’, she caresses,

Having said ‘hulululu hululu harn- ham- hary’, she hugs [her
son] to her breast and feeds him.

Grabbing him by the hand, Mother Yasoda makes him toddle.

ghurhghara make sound ghananana- ghananana and its tin-
kling shines.

Sardas Madanmohan says she delighted Madanamohan (Krsna).

By ‘marh marh marh marh pap pap pap pap pap cac cac cac cac
tat’, she caresses in this way.

This pad exemplifies Sirdas Madanmohan’s onomatopoeia and yama-
ka (kaniyam- kaniyam atyam — atyam) as characteristics of his compo-
sition. In relation to this, McGregor (1984: 95) observed that his pads
are musical and rhythmical.

Here is an example of a pad that shares numerous common phrases:

maya kariai krpala, pratipala, samsara udadhi jafijala
paraum para.

kahu ke brahma, kahii ke mahesa, prabhu mere tau tumahim
adhara.

dina ke dayala hari, kypa mokaum kari, kahi-kahi lotata
bara-bara.

strasyama antarajami svami jagata ke kaha kahaum karau
niravara. (Sarsagar 870)
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Oh passionate one and protector, please feel compassion, by
which I can cross over the snares of the world’s ocean.

Someone’s shelter is Brahma, someone’s Siva. You are the shel-
ter for me.

‘Oh Hari, who is merciful to the poor, please show grace to me.’
I roll saying it many times.

‘Oh Syam of Str, you know from within and are a master of the
world. What else can I say? Please disentangle me.’

maya kariyai krpala, pratipala, sarmsara-udadhi-jafijala taim
parampara.

kahit kaim candika, kahii kairn mahesa, kahti kaim naresa,
desa eka kaim, prabhu! mere tau tuma hi ho adhara.

dina dayala daya kariyai jiya, vaha aparadha agadha, jasai
mere saba dukkha diira hohim bikara.

‘Saradasa madanamohana’ piya tuma antarajami, jagata ke
svami saurh kaha kahair barambara. (S. M. 1)

Oh passionate one and protector, please feel compassion, by
which I can cross over the snares of the world ocean.

Someone’s shelter is Durga, someone’s Siva, and someone’s king
in the same country. You are the shelter for me.

‘Oh one who is merciful to the poor, please feel compassion for
the life of an infinitely guilty person, by which all my pains
and agitation will go away.’

Strdas Madanmohan says, the beloved you know from within,
and are a master of the world.

What else may I say many times?

By the fact that the poems are almost identical, with only a slight variation
in the third line, the two can be considered the same composition. While
each line of the Stirsagar is composed of roughly thirty-six moras with an
internal pause, the Stirdas Madanmohan’s pad does not adhere to a strict
metrical rhythm. The Stirsagar verse appears more refined than Strdas
Madanmohan’s in terms of prosody. In other words, it might be more apt
to suggest that the editors of the Sirsagar had superior editorial skills.

The following example clearly shows that the verse of the Sirsagar

was revised based on that by Stirdas Madanmohan.

mat rt, jhalata haim ranga hindoraim, sobha tana syama-goraim,
nila-pita pata ghana-damini ke bhauraim.
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pabana gamana avai saumdhe ki jhakoraim.
sobha-sindhu mana boraim, nainana saum naind joraim,
ryjhi- rijhi prana barata, chabi para trna torair.
‘Stiradasa madanamohana’ cita coryau muralt ki ghora,
dhuni suni sura-badhiti sisa dhoraim. (S. M. 181)

Just look at the joyful swing and the beauty of Krsna and Radha.
The yellow cloth on his dark body is like lightning in the cloud
in the dawn.

Wives of cowherds rock the swing a little from all sides

When the wind blows, the fragrance sways.

The ocean of beauty drowned the mind, looking eye to eye.

They are delighted to sacrifice their lives — Ward off evil eyes on
this beauty.

Surdas Madanmohan says, the sound of the flute stole the
heart.

Hearing the sound, the celestial nymph shakes her head.

lalana jhiilaim hidoraim sobha tanu goraim.
nila pita pata ghana damini kaum bhoraim.

nainani naina joraim jhiilaim thoraim thoraim

pavana gavana avai saumdhe Kt jhakoraim.

tana mana baraim ya chabi para trna toraim

‘sira’ prabhu cita coryaim naiku armga morairm.

suni murali ghoraim surabadhu sisa dhoraim. (Sursagar 3457)

An attractive woman swings the swing. Her fair body shines.

The yellow cloth on his dark body is like lightning in the cloud
at the dawn.

The ocean of beauty drowned the mind of wives of cowherds
on all sides.

Looking eye to eye, they swing the swing a little.

When the wind blows, the fragrance sways.

On this beauty, sacrifice the body and soul and ward off evil
eyes.

Master of Sur stole the heart and body just for a moment.

Hearing the resounding of the flute, the celestial nymph shakes
her head.
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This pad can be categorized as a ‘corrected type’. The words and phras-
es in both are nearly identical. A rough-hewn pad by Strdas Madan-
mohan has been rearranged into a more refined version with bet-
ter-rhyming word order in the Sarsagar. The longer pad, which had
over forty moras in each line, has been rearranged into the shorter
one with around twenty moras per line. The Siirsagar version features
the end rhyme -oraim (goraim, bhoraim, oraim, thoraim, jhakoraim,
toraim, moraim, dhoraim) in all the lines. As the principle of ‘lectio
difficilior potior’ implies, it is difficult to conceive that the elegantly
written poem in the Sirsagar would be deliberately reworded in a na-
ive fashion by Stirdas Madanmohan.

The Problems of Mora

Concerning the issue of mora, while the Siirsagar consistently adheres
to metrical rules, Sirdas Madanmohan does not. In fact, the poet’s
name is difficult to handle in terms of the metre, due to its extensive
syllabic count. The poet’s name, Stu-ra-da-sa - - A Ma-da-na-mo-ha-na
.. .- .. consists of ten syllables and thirteen moras. Occasionally,
the poet employs this penname to fit twelve moras, counting ‘o0’ as
a single mora:

madanamohana ki ya chabi tipara, stiiradasa balihart. (S. M.166)
To this beauty of Madanmohan, I Stirdas Madanamohan offer
myself as a sacrifice.

This is evidenced by the following corresponding phrase in the
Sarsagar, in which nanda-suvana, corresponding to madanamohana,
has six moras’ value.

Nanda-suvana ko ya chabi tipara, stiradasa balihart. (Sursagar
707)

Upon this beauty of Nanda’s son, I Sardas offer myself as
a sacrifice.

Nanda-suvana has six moras, so ‘mo’ of madanamohana should be
scanned as a light syllable having one mora. The problem of the hy-
permetric line is eliminated by changing the word madanamohana
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(seven moras) into manamohana (six moras), which is another epithet
of Krsna in the Sarsagar.

Stradasa ura basahu nirantara madanamohana abhirama r.
(S.M. 61)

Stirdas Madanmohan says, oh beautiful Madanamohan, dwell
in my heart.

Stradasa ura basahu nirantara manamohana abhirama.
(Sarsagar 1822)
Surdas says, oh beautiful Manamohan, dwell in my heart.

The modification from madanamohana to manamohana not only re-
duces the number of moras by one, but also complicates the identi-
fication of a piece as Strdas Madanmohan’s work. It is natural for
Surdas to worship Manamohan (Krsna). Furthermore, the distance
between the positions of Stradasa and Madanmohana (Manamohana)
raises an ambiguity: is ‘Madanmohan’ an integral part of the poet’s
name, or is ‘Strdas the blind’ venerating Manamohan Krsna? Al-
though the comparison of both works suggests the presence of dis-
tinct poets, the overwhelming similarities caution us. Relying solely
on the verses from Mital’s edition for arguments is precarious, as
the poems therein cannot always be definitively attributed to Stardas
Madanmohan.

Conclusion

The hagiographies and pads ascribed to Sirdas Madanmohan give
us a clear indication that there was one Sar, who was a government
official, as well as a poet whose penname was Siirdas Madanmohan,
a master of srngar ras. His work, which was not bound by tradition-
al metrical rules, appears to be intermingled with the Stirsagar, at-
tributed to ‘Sturdas the blind’ — a saint of the Vallabha Sampraday.
Many poems, with phrases common to both the Siirsagar and the edi-
tion of Stirdas Madanmohan, seem to either be the work of Sardas
Madanmohan or Sirdas Madanmohan’s adaptations of the poems of
‘Vallabha Surdas’, the latter suggested by the Caurast vaisnavan ki
varta. However, it is essential to emphasize that these amalgamations
were not solely the work of the poet himself but rather interventions
by later editors. The insistence of the Caurast vaisnavan ki varta on the
authenticity of the Stirsagar while discrediting other poets who claim
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the name Sur creates an impression of favouritism toward the Val-
labha Sur over Sirdas Madanmohan, implying an inferior status for
the latter. However, early hagiographies like the Bhaktmal hold Strdas
Madanmohan in reverence, contradicting this notion. This suggests
the possibility that editors associated with this sect were responsible
for refining and incorporating the works of other poets, including
Sardas Madanmohan, into the Stirsagar, thereby masking their true
origins. If you read between the lines, the narratives presented in the
Caurast vaisnavan ki varta may have been intended to obscure this
aspect of editorial intervention, consequently raising doubts about
the purity of the Siarsagar. In an era where authorship recognition
was low, editors commonly incorporated elements from the works of
poets from different sects, especially when they shared the same lan-
guage and worshipped the same deity. This practice was not unique to
Strdas but rather a common occurrence, where editors would utilize
the favourable aspects of such poems.?®

Finally, I want to return to the fact that Priyadas ignored ‘Stardas
the blind’, one of the astachap poets of the Vallabha Sampraday. While
Priyadas provided extensive details about the tax collector Surdas
Madanmohan, why did he remain silent on Vallabha’s Strdas? Haw-
ley?® and Pauwels®? suggest that the well-known stories of Strdas in
the Vallabhan hagiography may be a late development. Thus, Priyadas’
silence might indicate his ignorance of the celebrated poet Sturdas.
However, given that he detailed other contemporary poets including
Tulsidas, Mirabai, it’s curious that Priyadas didn’t mention ‘Vallabha
Sur’, especially when the Dadupanthi Raghavdas had done so just
a few years before. Why could Priyadas not do the same? Priyadas’
portrayal of Vallabha saints was somewhat restrained. For instance,
when Nabhadas characterized Vallabha as a Visnusvami Sampraday
member in the Bhaktmal,** Priyadas’ commentary was unremarkable.??

28 De Brujin’s concept (2014: 139-59) helps in understanding this phenomenon:
‘the generalization of literary material can be seen as a mechanism that is built
into the genre and is not dependent on the individual authorship of a histori-
cal poet.” I would like to express my gratitude to the anonymous reviewer for
their valuable insight into the idea presented in this annotation.

29 Hawley 1984: 3-22.

30 Pauwels 2017: 134.

31 Hare (2011: 61 fn. 166) highlighted the potential interpolation of the chappay
dedicated to Vallabha in the Bhaktmal. Nabhadas mentioned the establishment
of four sampradays by Ramanuja, Nimbarka, Madhva, and Visnusvami. About
the relationship between Visnusvami and Vallabha, see Hawley (2011: 28-51).

32 In chappay 48 composed by Nabhadas, Vallabha is mentioned with Jfiandev,
Namdev, Trilocan for the Visnusvami Sampraday.
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Similarly, while Nabhadas referred to Giridhara and Gokulanath, sons
of Vitthalnath and grandsons of Vallabha as belonging to the lineage of
Vallabha (chappay 130-3), Priyadas’ commentary remained simple. In
contrast, Priyadas’ depiction of Stirdas Madanmohan is elaborate and
detailed. This could hint at a possible sectarian bias or rivalry, with Pri-
yadas favouring the Gaudiyas over the Vallabhites. Perhaps, foreseeing
Sturdas Madanmohan’s impending assimilation into Vallabha Sardas,
Priyadas subtly championed the lesser-known poet. Future manuscripts
might shed more light on this speculation, especially if they reveal
Priyadas’ commentary on Sur (chappay 73) in Nabhadas’ Bhaktmal.
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