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laksmim3atanutat sa vo munivaro vyasabhidhanonisam
yah praleyagiravapantaratamoriipéna nityam tapah
tanvanasya kala hareravikala lokopakarodyata
dragasamdyata bharatamrtajhari yasyeyamasyéndutah

May that best among the sages, manifesting as Vyasa,

who, in the form of Apantaratamas [1],

is eternally engaged in austerities in the snowy mountain (Himalaya),
whose body is the faultless and complete portion of Visnu,

who is always engaged in deeds that are beneficial to the world,

from whose moon-like face quickly rushes forth the nectar stream of Bharata,
always bestow propitiousness and prosperity upon us.

Manaveda — Purvabharata Carpu [2]

1 Introduction

Among the many temple arts of Kerala, Krsnanattam [3, 4] (also known as Krsnattam)
deserves special attention. The creator of this art is Manaveda, the Zamorin (Samutiri)
King, who lived in Kerala in the seventeenth century. Manaveda has composed two great
Sanskrit works, Piurvabharata Campu and Krsnagiti. Inspired by Anantabhatta’s Bharata
Campu, the former work completed in 1654 A.D. deals with the incidents in Mahabharata
from the early history of Lunar dynasty upto the birth of Dhrtarastra, Pandu and Vidura.
Hence Purvabharata Campu, themewise, is a prequel to Anantabhatta’s work.

Krsnagiti (completed in 1658 A.D.) deals with the life of Krsna told in eight can-
tos: Avataram, Kaliyamardanam, Rasakrida, Karmsavadham, Svayarivaram, Banayuddham,
Vividavadham and Svargarohanam. It consists of $lokas and gitis set to appropriate ragas
and talas. The ritual performance Krsnanattam, a votive offering at the famous Krsna
Temple at Guruvayur in Kerala is based on Krsnagiti.

Krsnagiti integrates incidents from Bhagavata, Mahabharata and Harivamsa. Two im-
portant sections of Banayuddham (the sixth canto of Krsnagiti), the granting of salvation
to Ghantakarna and meeting of Krsna and Siva in Kaiilasa are based on Harivamsa. In



the performance of Banayuddham, there is an interesting scene where Krsna becomes un-
conscious while fighting with Narakasura. Then Satyabhama takes up bow and arrow and
fights against Narakasura. Meanwhile, Krsna wakes up, rewards Satyabhama with a garland,
resumes fighting and eventually kills Narakasura with his Cakra.

In the text Krsnagiti, there is no mention of Satyabhama fighting with Narakasura. To the
best of our knowledge, this episode cannot be located in the popular recensions of Bhagavata,
Mahabharata and the Bombay, Calcutta and the Critical Editions of Harivamsa. This episode
occurs in the Southern version of Harivamsa [5], which is included in the appendix to the
Critical Edition of Harivamsa [7] by BORI. There are other texts where one can find this
episode. It occurs in Madhvacarya’s Mahabharata Tatparyanirnaya [6], the earliest known
commentary on Mahabharata. 1t also occurs in Sri Krsna Caritam Manipravalam which is
a Mahakavya in Malayalam ascribed to Kuiican Nambiar from Kerala in 18" century. The
relevant passages are quoted in the appendix. The incident occurs also in some Telugu texts
as summarized in the appendix.

The most detailed account of Narakasura’s story occurs in Kalika Purana [8]. There
Satyabhama does not fight Narakasura, but there are indeed some very curious $lokas which
are quoted in the appendix.

2 Naraka-Satyabhama yuddham in the Southern Re-
cension of Harivarmnsa

Harivamsa edited by P.L. Vaidya and published by BORI (1971) has two volumes [7]. First
volume is the critical edition and second volume contains appendices. Section 28A of vol-
ume II (pages 209-212) is titled narakasatyabhamayuddham and has a detailed description
of the fight between Satyabhama and Naraka (pages 210-211) [10]. According to the editor,
this episode occurs in all southern recensions, that is, four Telugu manuscripts, four Malay-
alam manuscripts and three Grantha manuscripts. In addition, it occurs in two Devanagari
manuscripts not from south.

Interestingly, the editor has spent an entire paragraph (page XLIV) of the Introduction

to comment about the incident and his reasons to omit it in the critical edition. He says

. he (Krsna) was accompanied by Satyabhama. Instances of women accompanying their

husbands on similar occasions are known to Puranic literature. .... I think there are no other
instances of women actually fighting on the battle field in the Purana literature.

3 In the Krsnanattam performance

As already mentioned, Krsnanattam takes place in Guruvayur Temple as a votive offering.
The performance begins in the temple after the last puja (trppuka) is concluded and sanctum
sanctorum is closed for the day (usually after 10 PM). Preliminary rituals involve placing



of musical instruments (Cerigila, Ilattalam, guddhamaddalam and Toppi Maddalam on the
ground, lighting of the big lamp (Kalivilakku) which itself is a representation of the deity,
a few beats on the Maddalam invoking Sabdabrahma, recitation of a mangala sloka and
the performance of the auspicious dance Totayam behind the hand-held curtain. It is to
be noted that there is no special stage set for the performance and the audience sit on the
ground in front of the lamp and the performance takes place behind the lamp. The statue
of Manaveda with his folded hands offering pranam to the diety is a permanent witness to
the performance (see Fig. 1) which takes place for about three hours. Towards the end,
the actors perform the auspicious dance Dhanasi. They offer pranams to the sacred ground,
to the flames of the sacred lamp and finally to the deity in the sanctum sanctorum. A few
beats on the musical instruments conclude the play.

As noted by Rustom Bharucha [11], divinity pervades Krsnanattam which the devotee
witnesses as a Caksusa Yajna. In the long period at night when sanctum sanctorum remains
closed, Krsna’s play affords the devotee a vision of the deity in all His splendour [12].

The episodes of Banayuddham are killing of Murasura, Killing of Narakasura, meeting
with Ghantakarna, Krsna’s meeting with Siva at Kalasa and war with Bana. Even though
the text (Krsnagiti) has no mention of it, the events surrounding Satyabhama’s fight with
Naraka as performed (see Figs. 3, 4, 5) follows the text of Harivarhsa in surprising details.

(1) tato rosasamavisto garudah paksipumgavah
paksena paksinam sresthah pothayamasa danavam
Garuda striking Naraka with wings: Fig. 2.

(2) satyabhama ca tam drstva vasudevam tathagatam
camarair vijayamasa paksabhyam paksipumgavah
Garuda comforting unconscious Krsna by flapping his wings: Fig. 3.

(3) tatra prito mahavispuh parisvajya ca tam vibhuh (65)
sramambhascapi tasyastu marjayamasa kesavah

tasyastu kanthabharanam dadav pritav janardanah

Krsna, waking up, gifting a garland to Satyabhama: Fig. 6.

4 Some Observations

Even though all the texts including Krsnagiti which describe the episode of Killing of Naraka,
explicitly mentions that Satyabhama accompanied Krsna to Pragjyotisapura, the domain of
Naraka, the reason for it is not explained. The clue is given in the Nilakantha commentary
[13] to the Harivamsa Sloka

tatah sahaiva Sakrena Sankhacakragadasibhrt

pratasthe garudenatha satyabhama sahayavan

Nilakantha comments: satyabham3 sahayavan iti.

asyah satyabhamayah prthivyaméatvat prthivyajiiayaiva tasya mrtyur vihitofstiti
satyabhamayajfiayaiva tam hanisyamityasayah.



The identification of Satyabhama with Goddess Earth appears elsewhere. For example,
Krsnopanisad [14] explicitly identifies Satyabhama with Earth: satyabhama dharéti va. The
text Gargasamhita or Garga bhagavatam [15] also makes this identification: satyabhama
vasumdhara (goloka khandam, adhyaya 4).

The active role of Garuda in the performance of Killing of Naraka in Krsnanattam is
also worth mentioning. Especially in the light of the description of Garuda in Kailasayatra
section of Bhavisya Parva of Harivamsa [16].

In Kalika Purana where we find the detailed account of Naraka’s life that befits a tragic
hero who was a victim to the circumstances, the role of his parents Visnu and Prithvi
(Goddess Earth) are elaborated. Further we note that in Kalika Purana, the Book of the
Goddess, all manifestations of the Goddess in various forms are amalgamated. Not too
surprisingly, in Krsnanattam, the vesam of Goddess Earth, Satyabhama and Parvati are
very similar. Only distinguishing feature of Goddess Earth is the crown.

As detailed in the appendix, narakasatyabhamayuddham whose first appearance in a text
seems to be in the Southern Harivamsa in the early epic-puranic times has survived in the
South of India both in textual and performance traditions. A more detailed, in depth study
of this subject might reveal many enriching and enlightening surprises.

Salutations to Vyasa (whom Manaveda extolls in the mangala §loka of his Puarvabhbarata
Campu, quoted at the beginning of this article) who elaborated on the episode of Naraka-
Satyabhamayuddham in Harivamsa, the supplement to Mahabharata (Srimahabharate khilesu
harivamse). Salutations to Manaveda who instead of summarising the episode in the text
(Krsnagiti) elaborated on it in the performance text thereby etching it permanently in the
mind of the prekskaka.
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A From the Killing of Narakasura episode in Mahabharata
Tatparyanirnaya of Madhvacarya

jaghne senam garudah paksapataih

padam sesam kesavah sayakaughaih

athasasadasu bhaumocyutam tam
muncancharanastrasammantritan drak

viyatha tam kesavah sayakaughair

bhaumah Sataghnim brahmadattamamuncat (20.98)

acchedyobhedyo nityasamuitsukhatma
nityavyaya purnasaktih sa krsnah

nigirya tam devavarah Sataghnim
nityasrantodarsayacchrantavaccah (20.99)

bahun varan brahmanonvesamoghan
moghikrtan viksya paratparesah

bhavet kathancit bahumanena yuktam

ityeva krsnodarsayacchrantavat svam (20.100)

tada drptam narakam viksya devi
satyadate karmukam Sarngasamjnam
cakara tam yatamanam ca bhaumam
nirayudham viratham ca ksanena (20.101)

alingya krsnah satyabhamam punasca
tathantare samsthitam bhaumamugram
srjantamastranyarina nikrtta-

kandham mrtyorarpayamasa Sighram (20.102)

B From Sri Krsna Caritam Manipravalam

Sri Krsna Caritam Manipravalam is a Mahakavya in Malayalam ascribed to Kuncan Nam-
biar from Kerala in 18" century. The episode of Satyabhama fighting Narakasura occurs in
this work.

pintirinnu Garudan tadantare



hanta! kincana mayanni Madhavan
Satyabhama tarasa dhanussuma-
yettinalamaravairi sannidhau

Garuda turned back

Thereafter Madhava fainted a little
Quickly, Satyabhama came with the bow
To Naraka’s presence.

Satyabhamayute Sastramelkkayal
krttamayi Narakanre vigraham
mattakesinikalotu tolkkumo
mattanakiya mahasurottaman?

Hit by the arrows of Satyabhama
Naraka’s body was shattered, yet

Is the arrogant, mighty, great Asura

To court defeat at the hands of women?

nillu nillu capale ninakkaho
villetukka yudht yogyamalleto
collu kelppatinasadhyamenkil nan
kolluvanini matikkayilleto

“Hold it, hold it, you frivolous!
It doesn’t befit you

To take up arms in the war.

If you are not willing to listen
I wouldn’t hesitate to kill”

itthamuddhatamuraccu satvaram
yuddhamasu Narakan tutanninan
kruddhanamasuravairi cakrama-

nnuddhariccu samare vilanninan

Saying thus,

Naraka restored to fight.

Angered,

Holding the Cakra

The enemy of Asura (Krsna) outshone in the war.



C From the Narakasura episode in Kalika Purana [§|

Chapter 40, sloka 68.

aruhya garudam krsnah satyabhamadvitiyakah
pragjyotisamuhkogacchad vasavastridivam yayau

Krsna accompanied by Satyabhama, mounted Garuda and had gone to the city of
Pragjyotisa, while Sakra (Indra) retrned to heaven.

sa yuddhyat krsnanikate kalikam kalikopamam
raktasyanayanam dirgham khadgasaktidhara tada (102)
apasyajjagatam dhatrim kamakhyamapi mohinim (103)
savismitastatha bhitastam drstva jagatam prasum
yoddhvyamityeva tada yuyudhe narakasurah (104)

While fighting, he observed tall Kalika by the side of Krsna, similar to Kalika, with red
face and red eyes, wearing sword and Sakti (lance), and Kamakhya, the protectress of the
world, the enchantress.

The demon Naraka having seen Kamakhya, the mother of the world siding Krsna was sur-
prised and frightened, he then fought the battle for its sake as the fighting was the only
course left.

D Instances from Telugu Tradition

The follwing information is from Prof. Velcheru Narayana Rao.

There are three Telugu texts that contain the incident of Satyabhama fighting with
Narakasura [9]. Two of them, Uttara-harivamsamu by Nacana Somana (a.k.a Somanatha),
late 13th century,(1. 149-171), and Harivamsamu of Errapragada, early 14th century, (Part
11, 4.125-172)
describe that Satyabhama took the bow from Krsna when the latter was wounded from an
arrow from Naraka. Krsna was unconscious for a while, recovered and asked Satyabhama to
fight for him, because he was still tired.

Bhagavatamu of Bammera Potana, late 15th century, (10.170-188) describes that Satyabhama
fought Naraka but does not say that Krsna was wounded, or, fell unconscious.



The narrative from Nacana Somana and Errapragada has gained popularity in the oral

tradition. There may be other such sources.
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Figure 1: Krsna unconcious, being attended by Satyabhama. Narakasura blocked by Garuda.
Note the statue of Manaveda in the right top corner.

Figure 2: Garuda striking Narakasura with wings.
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Figure 3: Satyabhama takes up bow and arrow.

Figure 4: Satyabhama fighting Narakasura.
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Figure 5: Satyabhama fighting Narakasura, another scene.

Figure 6: Krsna presents a garland to Satyabhama.
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