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About the Translator

Bibek Debroy is an economist and is Research Professor (Centre for Policy Research) and a columni
wi t h Economic Times. He has worked in universities, research institutes, industry and for th
government. He has published books, papers and popular articles in economics. But he has als
published in Indology and translated (into English) the Vedas, the Puranas, the Upanishads and th
Gita (Penguin India, 2005). His book Sarama and Her Children: The Dog in Indian Myth (Pengu
India, 2008) splices his interest in Hinduism with his love for dogs.

Praise for Previous Volumes

‘The modernization of language is visible, it’s easier on the mind, through expressions that ar
somewhat familiar. The detailing of the story is intact, the varying tempo maintained, with n
deviations from the original. The short introduction reflects a brilliant mind. For those wh
passionately love the Mahabharata and want to explore it to its depths, Debroy’s translation offe
great promise in the first volume.’

—Hindustan Time

‘[Debroy] has really carved out a niche for himself in crafting and presenting a translation of th
Mahabharata . . . The book takes us on a great journey with admirable ease.’

—The Indian Expre

‘The first thing that appeals to one is the simplicity with which Debroy has been able to expre
himself and infuse the right kind of meanings . . . Considering that Sanskrit is not the simplest o
languages to translate a text from, Debroy exhibits his deep understanding and appreciation of th
medium.’

—The Hind
‘Overwhelmingly impressive . . . Bibek is a truly eclectic scholar.’

—Business Lin

‘Debroy’s lucid and nuanced retelling of the original makes the masterpiece even more enjoyabl
accessible.’

—Ope

‘The quality of translation is excellent. The lucid language makes it a pleasure to read the variou
stories, digressions and parables.’

—The Tribun

‘Extremely well-organized, and has a substantial and helpful Introduction, plot summaries and note
The volume is a beautiful example of a well thought-out layout which makes for much easier reading

—The Book Revie

‘The dispassionate vision [Debroy] brings to this endeavour will surely earn him merit in the thre
worlds.’

—Mail Toda
‘This [second] volume, as voluminous as the first one, is expectedly as scholarly . . . Like the earli
volume, the whole book is an easy read.’

—The Hind

‘Debroy’s is not the only English translation available in the market, but where he scores and othe
fail is that his is the closest rendering of the original text in modern English without undu
complicating the readers’ understanding of the epic.’

—Business Standar
‘The brilliance of Ved Vysya comes through [in Volume 3], ably translated by Bibek Debroy.’

—Hindustan Time

For my wife, Suparna Banerjee (Debroy), who has walked this path of dharma with me
Ardha bhāryā manuṣyasya bhāryā śreṣṭhatamaḥ sakbā
Bhāryā mulam trivargasya bhāryā mitram mariṣyataḥ

Mahabharata (1/68/40
Nāsti bhāryāsamo bandhurnāsti bhāryasamā gatiḥ
Nāsti bhāryasamo loke sahāyo dharmasādhanaḥ

Mahabharata (12/142/10

Introduction

he Hindu tradition has an amazingly large corpus of religious texts, spanning Vedas, Vedant
(brahmanas,1 aranyakas,2 Upanishads,), Vedangas, 3 smritis, Puranas, dharmashastras and itihas
For most of these texts, especially if one excludes classical Sanskrit literature, we don’t quite kno
when they were composed and by whom, not that one is looking for single authors. Some of the mino
Puranas (Upa Purana) are of later vintage. For instance, the Bhavishya Purana (which is often listed a
a major Purana or Maha Purana) mentions Queen Victoria.
In the listing of the corpus above figures itihasa, translated into English as history. History doesn
entirely capture the nuance of itihasa, which is better translated as ‘this is indeed what happened
Itihasa isn’t myth or fiction. It is a chronicle of what happened; it is fact. Or so runs the belief. An
itihasa consists of India’s two major epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. The former
believed to have been composed as poetry and the latter as prose. This isn’t quite correct. Th
Ramayana has segments in prose and the Mahabharata has segments in poetry. Itihasa doesn’t qui
belong to the category of religious texts in a way that the Vedas and Vedanta are religious. Howeve
the dividing line between what is religious and what is not is fuzzy. After all, itihasa is also abou
attaining the objectives of dharma,4 artha,5 kama6 and moksha7 and the Mahabharata include
Hinduism’s most important spiritual text—the Bhagavad Gita.
The epics are not part of the shruti tradition. That tradition is like revelation, without any compose
The epics are part of the smriti tradition. At the time they were composed, there was no question o
texts being written down. They were recited, heard, memorized and passed down through th
generations. But the smriti tradition had composers. The Ramayana was composed by Valmik
regarded as the first poet or kavi. The word kavi has a secondary meaning as poet or rhymer. Th
primary meaning of kavi is someone who is wise. And in that sense, the composer of the Mahabhara
was no less wise. This was Vedavyasa or Vyasadeva. He was so named because he classified ( vyasa
the Vedas. Vedavyasa or Vyasadeva isn’t a proper name. It is a title. Once in a while, in accordanc
with the needs of the era, the Vedas need to be classified. Each such person obtains the title and ther
have been twenty-eight Vyasadevas so far.
At one level, the question about who composed the Mahabharata is pointless. According to popula
belief and according to what the Mahabharata itself states, it was composed by Krishna Dvaipayan
Vedavyasa (Vyasadeva). But the text was not composed and cast in stone at a single point in time
Multiple authors kept adding layers and embellishing it. Sections just kept getting added and it is n
one’s suggestion that Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa composed the text of the Mahabharata as
stands today.
Consequently, the Mahabharata is far more unstructured than the Ramayana. The major sections o
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the Ramayana are known as kandas and one meaning of the word kanda is the stem or trunk of a tre
suggesting solidity. The major sections of the Mahabharata are known as parvas and while on
meaning of the word parva is limb or member or joint, in its nuance there is greater fluidity in th
word parva than in kanda.
The Vyasadeva we are concerned with had a proper name of Krishna Dvaipayana. He was born o
an island (dvipa). That explains the Dvaipayana part of the name. He was dark. That explains th
Krishna part of the name. (It wasn’t only the incarnation of Vishnu who had the name of Krishna
Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa was also related to the protagonists of the Mahabharata story. To g
back to the origins, the Ramayana is about the solar dynasty, while the Mahabharata is about the luna
dynasty. As is to be expected, the lunar dynasty begins with Soma (the moon) and goes down throug
Pururava (who married the famous apsara Urvashi), Nahusha and Yayati. Yayati became old, bu
wasn’t ready to give up the pleasures of life. He asked his sons to temporarily loan him their yout
All but one refused. The ones who refused were cursed that they would never be kings, and th
includes the Yadavas (descended from Yadu). The one who agreed was Puru and the lunar dynast
continued through him. Puru’s son Duhshanta was made famous by Kalidasa in the Duhshanta
Shakuntala story and their son was Bharata, contributing to the name of Bharatavarsha. Bharata
grandson was Kuru. We often tend to think of the Kouravas as the evil protagonists in th
Mahabharata story and the Pandavas as the good protagonists. Since Kuru was a common ancestor, th
appellation Kourava applies equally to Yudhishthira and his brothers and Duryodhana and hi
brothers. Kuru’s grandson was Shantanu. Through Satyavati, Shantanu fathered Chitrangada an
Vichitravirya. However, the sage Parashara had already fathered Krishna Dvaipayana throug
Satyavati. And Shantanu had already fathered Bhishma through Ganga. Dhritarasthra and Pandu wer
fathered on Vichitravirya’s wives by Krishna Dvaipayana.
The story of the epic is also about these antecedents and consequents. The core Mahabharata stor
is known to every Indian and is normally understood as a dispute between the Kouravas (descende
from Dhritarashtra) and the Pandavas (descended from Pandu). However, this is a distilled versio
which really begins with Shantanu. The non-distilled version takes us to the roots of the genealogic
tree and at several points along this tree we confront a problem with impotence/sterility/deat
resulting in offspring through a surrogate father. Such sons were accepted in that day and age. Nor wa
this a lunar dynasty problem alone. In the Ramayana, Dasharatha of the solar dynasty also had a
infertility problem, corrected through a sacrifice. To return to the genealogical tree, the Pandavas wo
the Kurukshetra war. However, their five sons through Droupadi were killed. So was Bhima’s so
Ghatotkacha, fathered on Hidimba. As was Arjuna’s son Abhimanyu, fathered on Subhadra
Abhimanyu’s son Parikshit inherited the throne in Hastinapura, but was killed by a serpent. Parikshit
son was Janamejaya.
Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa’s powers of composition were remarkable. Having classified th
Vedas, he composed the Mahabharata in 100,000 shlokas or couplets. Today’s Mahabharata tex
doesn’t have that many shlokas, even if the Hari Vamsha (regarded as the epilogue to th
Mahabharata) is included. One reaches around 90,000 shlokas. That too, is a gigantic number. (Th
Mahabharata is almost four times the size of the Ramayana and is longer than any other epic anywhe
in the world.) For a count of 90,000 Sanskrit shlokas, we are talking about something in th

neighbourhood of two million words. The text of the Mahabharata tells us that Krishna Dvaipayan
finished this composition in three years. This doesn’t necessarily mean that he composed 90,00
shlokas. The text also tells us that there are three versions to the Mahabharata. The original versio
was called Jaya and had 8,800 shlokas. This was expanded to 24,000 shlokas and called Bharat
Finally, it was expanded to 90,000 (or 100,000) shlokas and called Mahabharata.
Krishna Dvaipayana didn’t rest even after that. He composed the eighteen Maha Puranas, addin
another 400,000 shlokas. Having composed the Mahabharata, he taught it to his discip
Vaishampayana. When Parikshit was killed by a serpent, Janamejaya organized a snake-sacrifice t
destroy the serpents. With all the sages assembled there, Vaishampayana turned up and the assemble
sages wanted to know the story of the Mahabharata, as composed by Krishna Dvaipayana. Janamejay
also wanted to know why Parikshit had been killed by the serpent. That’s the background again
which the epic is recited. However, there is another round of recounting too. Much later, the sage
assembled for a sacrifice in Naimisharanya and asked Lomaharshana (alternatively, Romaharshana) t
recite what he had heard at Janamejaya’s snake-sacrifice. Lomaharshana was a suta, the sutas bein
charioteers and bards or raconteurs. As the son of a suta, Lomaharshana is also referred to as Sout
But Souti or Lomaharshana aren’t quite his proper names. His proper name is Ugrashrava. Souti refe
to his birth. He owes the name Lomaharshana to the fact that the body-hair (loma or roma) stood u
(harshana) on hearing his tales. Within the text therefore, two people are telling the tale. Sometimes
is Vaishampayana and sometimes it is Lomaharshana. Incidentally, the stories of the Puranas ar
recounted by Lomaharshana, without Vaishampayana intruding. Having composed the Purana
Krishna Dvaipayana taught them to his disciple Lomaharshana. For what it is worth, there are schola
who have used statistical tests to try and identify the multiple authors of the Mahabharata.
As we are certain there were multiple authors rather than a single one, the question of when th
Mahabharata was composed is somewhat pointless. It wasn’t composed on a single date. It wa
composed over a span of more than 1000 years, perhaps between 800 BCE and 400 ACE. It
impossible to be more accurate than that. There is a difference between dating the composition an
dating the incidents, such as the date of the Kurukshetra war. Dating the incidents is both subjectiv
and controversial and irrelevant for the purposes of this translation. A timeline of 1000 years isn
short. But even then, the size of the corpus is nothing short of amazing.
***

Familiarity with Sanskrit is dying out. The first decades of the twenty-first century are quite unlike th
first decades of the twentieth. Lamentation over what is inevitable serves no purpose. English
increasingly becoming the global language, courtesy colonies (North America, South Asia, East Asia
Australia, New Zealand, Africa) rather than the former colonizer. If familiarity with the corpus is no
to die out, it needs to be accessible in English.
There are many different versions or recensions of the Mahabharata. However, between 1919 an
1966, the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (BORI) in Pune produced what has come to b
known as the critical edition. This is an authenticated text produced by a board of scholars and seek
to eliminate later interpolations, unifying the text across the various regional versions. This is the te
followed in this translation. One should also mention that the critical edition’s text is not invariabl

smooth. Sometimes, the transition from one shloka to another is abrupt, because the intervenin
shloka has been weeded out. With the intervening shloka included, a non-critical version of the tex
sometimes makes better sense. On a few occasions, I have had the temerity to point this out in th
notes which I have included in my translation.
It took a long time for this critical edition to be put together. The exercise began in 1919. Withou
the Hari Vamsha, the complete critical edition became available in 1966. And with the Hari Vamsha
the complete critical edition became available in 1970. Before this, there were regional variations
the text and the main versions were available from Bengal, Bombay and the south. However, now, on
should stick to the critical edition, though there are occasional instances where there are reasons fo
dissatisfaction with what the scholars of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute hav
accomplished. But in all fairness, there are two published versions of the critical edition. The first on
has the bare bones of the critical edition’s text. The second has all the regional versions collated, wit
copious notes. The former is for the ordinary reader, assuming he/she knows Sanskrit. And the latter
for the scholar. Consequently, some popular beliefs no longer find a place in the critical edition’s tex
For example, it is believed that Vedavyasa dictated the text to Ganesha, who wrote it down. Bu
Ganesha had a condition before accepting. Vedavyasa would have to dictate continuously, withou
stopping. Vedavyasa threw in a counter-condition. Ganesha would have to understand each couple
before he wrote it down. To flummox Ganesha and give himself time to think, Vedavyasa threw i
some cryptic verses. This attractive anecdote has been excised from the critical edition’s text. Barrin
material that is completely religious (specific hymns or the Bhagavad Gita), the Sanskrit text
reasonably easy to understand. Oddly, I have had the most difficulty with things that Vidura ha
sometimes said. Arya has today come to connote ethnicity. Originally, it meant language. That i
those who spoke Sanskrit were Aryas. Those who did not speak Sanskrit were mlecchas. Vidura
supposed to have been skilled in the mlechha language. Is that the reason why some of Vidura
statements seem obscure? In similar vein, in popular renderings, when Droupadi is being disrobed, sh
prays to Krishna. Krishna provides the never-ending stream of garments that stump Duhshasana. Th
critical edition has excised the prayer to Krishna. The never-ending stream of garments is given as a
extraordinary event. However, there is no intervention from Krishna.
How is the Mahabharata classified? The core component is the couplet or shloka. Several suc
shlokas form a chapter or adhyaya. Several adhyayas form a parva. Most people probably think th
the Mahabharata has eighteen parvas. This is true, but there is another 100-parva classification that
indicated in the text itself. That is, the adhyayas can be classified either according to eighteen parva
or according to 100 parvas. The table (given on pp. xxiii-xxvi), based on the critical edition, shou
make this clear. As the table shows, the present critical edition only has ninety-eight parvas of th
100-parva classification, though the 100 parvas are named in the text.

Thus, interpreted in terms of BORI’s critical edition, the Mahabharata no longer possesses th
100,000 shlokas it is supposed to have. The figure is a little short of 75,000 (73,787 to be precise
Should the Hari Vamsha be included in a translation of the Mahabharata? It doesn’t quite belong. Ye
it is described as a khila or supplement to the Mahabharata and BORI includes it as part of the critic
edition, though in a separate volume. Hence, I have included the Hari Vamsha in this translation a
well. With the Hari Vamsha, the number of shlokas increases to a shade less than 80,000 (79,860 to b
precise). However, in some of the regional versions the text of the Mahabharata proper is closer t
85,000 shlokas and with the Hari Vamsha included, one approaches 95,000, though one doesn’t quit
touch 100,000.
Why should there be another translation of the Mahabharata? Surely, it must have been translate
innumerable times. Contrary to popular impression, unabridged translations of the Mahabharata
English are extremely rare. One should not confuse abridged translations with unabridged version
There are only five unabridged translations—by Kisori Mohan Ganguly (1883–96), by Manmath
Nath Dutt (1895–1905), by the University of Chicago and J.A.B. van Buitenen (1973 onwards), by
Lal and Writers Workshop (2005 onwards) and the Clay Sanskrit Library edition (2005 onwards). O
these, P. Lal is more a poetic trans-creation than a translation. The Clay Sanskrit Library edition is no
based on the critical edition, deliberately so. In the days of Ganguly and Dutt, the critical editio
didn’t exist. The language in these two versions is now archaic and there are some shlokas that thes
two translators decided not to include, believing them to be untranslatable in that day and age. Almo

three decades later, the Chicago version is still not complete, and the Clay edition, not being translate
in sequence, is still in progress. However, the primary reason for venturing into yet another translatio
is not just the vacuum that exists, but also reason for dissatisfaction with other attempts. Stated mo
explicitly, this translation, I believe, is better and more authentic—but I leave it to the reader to be th
final judge. (While translating 80,000 shlokas is a hazardous venture, since Ganguly, Dutt and Lal ar
Bengalis, surely a fourth Bengali must also be pre-eminently qualified to embark on this venture!)
A few comments on the translation are now in order. First, there is the vexed question of diacritica
marks—should they be used or not? Diacritical marks make the translation and pronunciation mo
accurate, but often put readers off. Sacrificing academic purity, there is thus a conscious decision
avoid diacritical marks. Second, since diacritical marks are not being used, Sanskrit words and prop
names are written in what seems to be phonetically natural and the closest—such as, Droupadi rath
than Draupadi. There are rare instances where avoidance of diacritical marks can cause mino
confusion, for example, between Krishna (Krishnaa) as in Droupadi9 and Krishna as in Vaasudev
However, such instances are extremely rare and the context should make these differences, which ar
mostly of the gender kind, clear. Third, there are some words that simply cannot be translated. On
such word is dharma. More accurately, such words are translated the first time they occur. But o
subsequent occasions, they are romanized in the text. Fourth, the translation sticks to the Sanskrit te
as closely as possible. If the text uses the word Kounteya, this translation will leave it as Kounteya o
Kunti’s son and not attempt to replace it with Arjuna. Instead, there will be a note explaining that i
that specific context Kounteya refers to Arjuna or, somewhat more rarely, Yudhishthira or Bhima
This is also the case in the structure of the English sentences. To cite an instance, if a metaphor occu
towards the beginning of the Sanskrit shloka, the English sentence attempts to retain it at th
beginning too. Had this not been done, the English might have read smoother. But to the extent ther
is a trade-off, one has stuck to what is most accurate, rather than attempting to make the Englis
smooth and less stilted.
As the table shows, the parvas (in the eighteen-parva classification) vary widely in length. Th
gigantic Aranyaka or Shanti Parva can be contrasted with the slim Mousala Parva. Breaking up th
translation into separate volumes based on this eighteen-parva classification therefore doesn’t wor
The volumes will not be remotely similar in size. Most translators seem to keep a target of ten
twelve volumes when translating all the parvas. Assuming ten volumes, 10 per cent means roughl
200 chapters and 7000 shlokas. This works rather well for Adi Parva, but collapses thereafter. Mo
translators therefore have Adi Parva as the first volume and then handle the heterogeneity across th
eighteen parvas in subsequent volumes. This translation approaches the break-up of volume
somewhat differently, in the sense that roughly 10 per cent of the text is covered in each volume. Th
complete text, as explained earlier, is roughly 200 chapters and 7,000 shlokas per volume. Fo
example, then, this first volume has been cut off at 199 chapters and a little less than 6,500 shlokas.
includes 90 per cent of Adi Parva, but not all of it and covers the first fifteen parvas of the 100- (or 98
) parva classification.
***

The Mahabharata is one of the greatest stories ever told. It has plots and subplots and meanderings an

digressions. It is much more than the core story of a war between the Kouravas and the Pandava
which everyone is familiar with, the culmination of which was the battle in Kurukshetra. In the Ad
Parva, there is a lot more which happens before the Kouravas and the Pandavas actually arrive on th
scene. In the 100-parva classification, the Kouravas and the Pandavas don’t arrive on the scene unt
Section 6
From the Vedas and Vedanta literature, we know that Janamejaya and Parikshit were historica
persons. From Patanjali’s grammar and other contemporary texts, we know that the Mahabharata tex
existed by around 400 BCE. This need not of course be the final text of Mahabharata, but could hav
been the original text of Jaya. The Hindu eras or yugas are four in number—Satya (or Krita) Yuga
Treta Yuga, Dvapara Yuga and Kali Yuga. This cycle then repeats itself, with another Satya Yuga
following Kali Yuga. The events of the Ramayana occurred in Treta Yuga. The events of th
Mahabharata occurred in Dvapara Yuga. This is in line with Rama being Vishnu’s seventh incarnatio
and Krishna being the eighth. (The ninth is Buddha and the tenth is Kalki.) We are now in Kali Yuga
Kali Yuga didn’t begin with the Kurukshetra war. It began with Krishna’s death, an event tha
occurred thirty-six years after the Kurukshetra war. Astronomical data do exist in the epic. These ca
be used to date the Kurukshetra war, or the advent of Kali Yuga. However, if the text was composed a
different points in time, with additions and interpolations, internal consistency in astronomical data
unlikely. In popular belief, following two alternative astronomers, the Kurukshetra war has been date
to 3102 BCE (following Aryabhatta) and 2449 BCE (following Varahamihira). This doesn’t mesh wit
the timelines of Indian history. Mahapadma Nanda ascended the throne in 382 BCE, a historical fact o
which there is no dispute. The Puranas have genealogical lists. Some of these state that 1050 yea
elapsed between Parikshit’s birth and Mahapadma Nanda’s ascension. Others state that 1015 year
elapsed. (When numerals are written in words, it is easy to confuse 15 with 50.) This takes Parikshit
birth and the Kurukshetra war to around 1400 BCE. This is probably the best we can do, since we als
know that the Kuru kingdom flourished between 1200 BCE and 800 BCE. To keep the record straigh
archaeological material has been used to bring forward the date of the Kurukshetra war to around 90
BCE, the period of the Iron Age.
As was mentioned, in popular belief, the incidents of the Ramayana took place before the inciden
of the Mahabharata. The Ramayana story also figures in the Mahabharata. However, there is n
reference to any significant Mahabharata detail in the Ramayana. Nevertheless, from reading the tex
one gets the sense that the Mahabharata represents a more primitive society than the Ramayana. Th
fighting in the Ramayana is more genteel and civilized. You don’t have people hurling rocks an
stones at each other, or fighting with trees and bare arms. Nor do people rip apart the enemy’s che
and drink blood. The geographical knowledge in the Mahabharata is also more limited than in th
Ramayana, both towards the east and towards the south. In popular belief, the Kurukshetra w
occurred as a result of a dispute over land and the kingdom. That is true, in so far as the present text
concerned. However, another fight over cattle took place in the Virata Parva and the Pandavas wer
victorious in that too. This is not the place to expand on the argument. But it is possible to construct
plausible hypothesis that this was the core dispute. Everything else was added as later embellishment
The property dispute was over cattle and not land. In human evolution, cattle represents a mo
primitive form of property than land. In that stage, humankind is still partly nomadic and n

completely settled. If this hypothesis is true, the Mahabharata again represents an earlier perio
compared to the Ramayana. This leads to the following kind of proposition. In its final form, th
Mahabharata was indeed composed after the Ramayana. But the earliest version of the Mahabhara
was composed before the earliest version of the Ramayana. And the events of the Mahabhara
occurred before the events of the Ramayana, despite popular belief. The proposition about the feu
ending with Virata Parva illustrates the endless speculation that is possible with the Mahabhara
material. Did Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva ever exist? Nakula and Sahadeva have limited roles t
play in the story. Arjuna’s induction could have been an attempt to assert Indra’s supremacy. Arjun
represents such an integral strand in the story (and of the Bhagavad Gita), that such a suggestion
likely to be dismissed out of hand. But consider the following. Droupadi loved Arjuna a little bit mor
than the others. That’s the reason she was denied admission to heaven. Throughout the text, there ar
innumerable instances where Droupadi faces difficulties. Does she ever summon Arjuna for help o
such occasions? No, she does not. She summons Bhima. Therefore, did Arjuna exist at all? Or wer
there simply two original Pandava brothers—one powerful and strong, and the other weak and usele
in physical terms. Incidentally, the eighteen-parva classification is clearly something that was don
much later. The 100-parva classification seems to be older.
The Mahabharata is much more real than the Ramayana. And, therefore, much more fascinatin
Every conceivable human emotion figures in it, which is the reason why it is possible to identify wi
it even today. The text itself states that what is not found in the Mahabharata, will not be foun
anywhere else. Unlike the Ramayana, India is littered with real places that have identifications wi
the Mahabharata. (Ayodhya or Lanka or Chitrakuta are identifications that are less certain
Kurukshetra, Hastinapura, Indraprastha, Karnal, Mathura, Dvaraka, Gurgaon, Girivraja are real place
the list is endless. In all kinds of unlikely places, one comes across temples erected by the Pandava
when they were exiled to the forest. In some of these places, archaeological excavations hav
substantiated the stories. The war for regional supremacy in the Ganga-Yamuna belt is also a plausibl
one. The Vrishnis and the Shurasenas (the Yadavas) are isolated, they have no clear alliance (befor
the Pandavas) with the powerful Kurus. There is the powerful Magadha kingdom under Jarasandha an
Jarasandha had made life difficult for the Yadavas. He chased them away from Mathura to Dvaraka
Shishupala of the Chedi kingdom doesn’t like Krishna and the Yadavas either. Through Kunti, Krishn
has a matrimonial alliance with the Pandavas. Through Subhadra, the Yadavas have anothe
matrimonial alliance with the Pandavas. Through another matrimonial alliance, the Pandavas obta
Drupada of Panchala as an ally. In the course of the royal sacrifice, Shishupala and Jarasandha ar
eliminated. Finally, there is yet another matrimonial alliance with Virata of the Matsya kingdom
through Abhimanyu. When the two sides face each other on the field of battle, they are more tha
evenly matched. Other than the Yadavas, the Pandavas have Panchala, Kashi, Magadha, Matsya an
Chedi on their side. The Kouravas have Pragjyotisha, Anga, Kekaya, Sindhu, Avanti, Gandhara
Shalva, Bahlika and Kamboja as allies. At the end of the war, all these kings are slain and the entir
geographical expanse comes under the control of the Pandavas and the Yadavas. Only Kripacharya
Ashvatthama and Kritavarma survive on the Kourava side.
Reading the Mahabharata, one forms the impression that it is based on some real incidents. Th
does not mean that a war on the scale that is described took place. Or that miraculous weapons an

chariots were the norm. But there is such a lot of trivia, unconnected with the main story, that the
inclusion seems to serve no purpose unless they were true depictions. For instance, what does th
physical description of Kripa’s sister and Drona’s wife, Kripi, have to do with the main story? It
also more real than the Ramayana because nothing, especially the treatment of human emotions an
behaviour, exists in black and white. Everything is in shades of grey. The Uttara Kanda of th
Ramayana is believed to have been a later interpolation. If one excludes the Uttara Kanda, w
generally know what is good. We know who is good. We know what is bad. We know who is bad. Th
Ramayana is like a clichéd Bollywood film. This is never the case with the Mahabharata. However,
qualification is necessary. Most of us are aware of the Mahabharata story because we have read som
version or the other, typically an abridged one. Every abridged version simplifies and condense
distills out the core story. And in doing that, it tends to paint things in black and white, fittin
everything into the mould of good and bad. The Kouravas are bad. The Pandavas are good. And goo
eventually triumphs. The unabridged Mahabharata is anything but that. It is much more nuance
Duryodhana isn’t invariably bad. He is referred to as Suyodhana as well, and not just by his fathe
History is always written from the point of view of the victors. While the Mahabharata is general
laudatory towards the Pandavas, there are several places where the text has a pro-Kourava stanc
There are several places where the text has an anti-Krishna stance. That’s yet another reason why on
should read an unabridged version, so as not to miss out on these nuances. Take the simple point abou
inheritance of the kingdom. Dhritarashtra was blind. Consequently, the king was Pandu. On Pandu
death, who should inherit the kingdom? Yudhishthira was the eldest among the brothers. (Actually
Karna was, though it didn’t become known until later.) We thus tend to assume that the kingdom wa
Yudhishthira’s by right, because he was the eldest. (The division of the kingdom into two, Hastinapur
and Indraprastha, is a separate matter.) But such primogeniture was not universally clear. A case ca
also be established for Duryodhana, because he was Dhritarashtra’s son. If primogeniture was the rul
the eldest son of the Pandavas was Ghatotkacha, not Abhimanyu. Before both were kille
Ghatotkacha should have had a claim to the throne. However, there is no such suggestion anywher
The argument that Ghatotkacha was the son of a rakshasa or demon will not wash. He never exhibite
any demonic qualities and was a dutiful and loving son. Karna saved up a weapon for Arjuna and th
was eventually used to kill Ghatotkacha. At that time, we have the unseemly sight of Krishna dancin
around in glee at Ghatotkacha being killed.
In the Mahabharata, because it is nuanced, we never quite know what is good and what is bad, wh
is good and who is bad. Yes, there are degrees along a continuum. But there are no watertight and nea
compartments. The four objectives of human existence are dharma, artha, kama and moksh
Etymologically, dharma is that which upholds. If one goes by the Bhagavad Gita, pursuit of these fou
are also transient diversions. Because the fundamental objective is to transcend these four, eve
moksha. Within these four, the Mahabharata is about a conflict of dharma. Dharma has been reduce
t o varnashrama dharma, according to the four classes (varnas) and four stages of life (ashramas
However, these are collective interpretations of dharma, in the sense that a Kshatriya in th
garhasthya (householder) stage has certain duties. Dharma in the Mahabharata is individual to
Given an identical situation, a Kshatriya in the garhasthya stage might adopt a course of action that
different from that adopted by another Kshatriya in the garhasthya stage, and who is to judge what

wrong and what is right? Bhishma adopted a life of celibacy. So did Arjuna, for a limited period. I
that stage of celibacy, both were approached by women who had fallen in love with them. And if thos
desires were not satisfied, the respective women would face difficulties, even death. Bhishma spurne
the advance, but Arjuna accepted it. The conflict over dharma is not only the law versus moralit
conflict made famous by Krishna and Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita. It pervades the Mahabharata, i
terms of a conflict over two different notions of dharma. Having collectively married Droupadi, th
Pandavas have agreed that when one of them is closeted with Droupadi, the other four will not intrud
And if there is such an instance of intrusion, they will go into self-exile. Along comes a Brahman
whose cattle have been stolen by thieves. Arjuna’s weapons are in the room where Droupadi an
Yudhishthira are. Which is the higher dharma? Providing succour to the Brahmana or adhering to th
oath? Throughout the Mahabharata, we have such conflicts, with no clear normative indications o
what is wrong and what is right, because there are indeed no absolute answers. Depending on one
decisions, one faces the consequences and this brings in the unsolvable riddle of the tension betwee
free will and determinism, the so-called karma concept. The boundaries of philosophy and religio
blur.
These conflicts over dharma are easy to identify with. It is easy to empathize with the protagonist
because we face such conflicts every day. That is precisely the reason why the Mahabharata is rea
even today. And the reason one says every conceivable human emotion figures in the story. Everyon
familiar with the Mahabharata has thought about the decisions taken and about the characters. Wh
was life so unfair to Karna? Why was Krishna partial to the Pandavas? Why didn’t he prevent the wa
Why was Abhimanyu killed so unfairly? Why did the spirited and dark Droupadi, so unlike the Sita o
the Ramayana, have to be humiliated publicly?
***

It is impossible to pinpoint when and how my interest in the Mahabharata started. As a mere toddle
my maternal grandmother used to tell me stories from Chandi, part of the Markandeya Purana. I sti
vividly recollect pictures from her copy of Chandi: Kali licking the demon Raktavija’s blood. Muc
later, in my early teens, at school in Ramakrishna Mission, Narendrapur, I first read the Bhagava
Gita, without understanding much of what I read. The alliteration and poetry in the first chapter wa
attractive enough for me to learn it by heart. Perhaps the seeds were sown there. In my late teens,
stumbled upon Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s Krishna Charitra, written in 1886. Bankimchand
was not only a famous novelist, he was a brilliant essayist. For a long time, Krishna Charitra was n
available other than in Bengali. It has now been translated into English, but deserves bett
dissemination. A little later, when in college, I encountered Buddhadeb Bose’s Mahabharater Kath
That was another brilliant collection of essays, first serialized in a magazine and then published as
book in 1974. This too was originally in Bengali, but is now available in English. Unlike my sons, m
first exposure to the Mahabharata story came not through television serials but comic book
Upendrakishore Raychowdhury’s Mahabharata (and Ramayana) for children was staple diet, late
supplanted by Rajshekhar Basu’s abridged versions of both epics, written for adults. Both were i
Bengali. In English, there was Chakravarti Rajagopalachari’s abridged translation, still a perenni
favourite. Later, Chakravarthi Narasimhan’s selective unabridged translation gave a flavour of wha

the Mahabharata actually contained. In Bengal, the Kashiram Das version of the Mahabharata, writte
in the seventeenth century, was quite popular. I never found this appealing. But in the late 1970s,
stumbled upon a treasure. Kolkata’s famous College Street was a storehouse of old and second-han
books in those days. You never knew what you would discover when browsing. In the nineteent
century, an unabridged translation of the Mahabharata had been done in Bengali under the editorshi
of Kaliprasanna Singha (1840–70). I picked this up for the princely sum of Rs 5. The year may hav
been 1979, but Rs 5 was still amazing. This was my first complete reading of the unabridged versio
of the Mahabharata. This particular copy probably had antiquarian value. The pages would crumble
my hands and I soon replaced my treasured possession with a republished reprint. Not longer after,
acquired the Aryashastra version of the Mahabharata, with both the Sanskrit and the Bengali togethe
In the early 1980s, I was also exposed to three Marathi writers writing on the Mahabharata. There wa
Iravati Karve’s Yuganta. This was available in both English and in Marathi. I read the English on
first, followed by the Marathi. The English version isn’t an exact translation of the Marathi and th
Marathi version is far superior. Then there was Durga Bhagwat’s Vyas Parva. This was in Marathi an
I am not aware of an English translation. Finally, there was Shivaji Sawant’s Mritunjaya, a kind o
autobiography for Karna. This was available both in English and in Marathi.
In the early 1980s, quite by chance, I encountered two shlokas, one from Valmiki’s Ramayana, th
other from Kalidasa’s Meghadutam. These were two poets separated by anything between 500 to 1,00
years, the exact period being an uncertain one. The shloka in Meghadutam is right towards th
beginning, the second shloka to be precise. It is the first day in the month of Ashada. The yaksha ha
been cursed and has been separated from his beloved. The mountains are covered with clouds. Thes
clouds are like elephants, bent down as if in play. The shloka in the Valmiki Ramayana occurs i
Sundara Kanda. Rama now knows that Sita is in Lanka. But the monsoon stands in the way of th
invasion. The clouds are streaked with flags of lightning and garlanded with geese. They are lik
mountain peaks and are thundering, like elephants fighting. At that time, I did not know that elephan
were a standard metaphor for clouds in Sanskrit literature. I found it amazing that two different poe
separated by time had thought of elephants. And because the yaksha was pining for his beloved, th
elephants were playing. But because Rama was impatient to fight, the elephants were fighting.
resolved that I must read all this in the original. It was a resolution I have never regretted. I think th
anyone who has not read Meghadutam in Sanskrit has missed out on a thing of beauty that wi
continue to be a joy for generations to come.
In the early 1980s, Professor Ashok Rudra was a professor of economics in Visva-Bharat
Santiniketan. I used to teach in Presidency College, Kolkata, and we sometimes met. Professor Rud
was a left-wing economist and didn’t think much of my economics. I dare say the feeling wa
reciprocated. By tacit agreement, we never discussed economics. Instead, we discussed Indologic
subjects. At that point, Professor Rudra used to write essays on such subjects in Bengali. I casuall
remarked, ‘I want to do a statistical test on the frequency with which the five Pandavas used variou
weapons in the Kurukshetra war.’ Most sensible men would have dismissed the thought as crazy. Bu
Professor Rudra wasn’t sensible by usual norms of behaviour and he was also a trained statistician. H
encouraged me to do the paper, written and published in Bengali, using the Aryashastra edition
Several similar papers followed, written in Bengali. In 1983, I moved to Pune, to the Gokhale Institu

of Politics and Economics, a stone’s throw away from BORI. Annals of the Bhandarkar Orient
Research Institute (ABORI) is one of the most respected journals in Indology. Professor G.B. Palsu
was then the editor of ABORI and later went on to become Director of BORI. I translated one of th
Bengali essays into English and went and met Professor Palsule, hoping to get it published in ABOR
To Professor Palsule’s eternal credit, he didn’t throw the dilettante out. Instead, he said he would ge
the paper refereed. The referee’s substantive criticism was that the paper should have been based o
the critical edition, which is how I came to know about it. Eventually, this paper (and a few more
were published in ABORI. In 1989, these became a book titled Essays on the Ramayana and th
Mahabharata, published when the Mahabharata frenzy had reached a peak on television. The book g
excellent reviews, but hardly sold. It is now out of print. As an aside, the book was jointly dedicated t
Professor Rudra and Professor Palsule, a famous economist and a famous Indologist respectivel
Both were flattered. However, when I gave him a copy, Professor Rudra said, ‘Thank you very much
But who is Professor Palsule?’ And Professor Palsule remarked, ‘Thank you very much. But who
Professor Rudra?’
While the research interest in the Mahabharata remained, I got sidetracked into translating. Throug
the 1990s, there were abridged translations of the Maha Puranas, the Vedas and the eleven majo
Upanishads. I found that I enjoyed translating from the Sanskrit to English and since these volume
were well received, perhaps I did do a good job. With Penguin as publisher, I did a translation of th
Bhagavad Gita, something I had always wanted to do. Sarama and Her Children, a book on attitude
towards dogs in India, also with Penguin, followed. I kept thinking about doing an unabridge
translation of the Mahabharata and waited to muster up the courage. That courage now exists, thoug
the task is daunting. With something like two million words and ten volumes expected, the exercis
seems open-ended. But why translate the Mahabharata? In 1924, George Mallory, with his fello
climber Andrew Irvine, may or may not have climbed Mount Everest. They were last seen a fe
hundred metres from the summit, before they died. Mallory was once asked why he wanted to clim
Everest and he answered, ‘Because it’s there.’ Taken out of context, there is no better reason fo
wanting to translate the Mahabharata. There is a steep mountain to climb. And I would not have dare
had I not been able to stand on the shoulders of the three intellectual giants who have preceded me—
Kisori Mohan Ganguli, Manmatha Nath Dutt and J.A.B. van Buitenen.
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