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Abstract

The article gives an account of recent work on the Sanskrit dramas ascribed to “Bhāsa” and introduces 
the Würzburg multimedia databank on Sanskrit drama and theatre as a new tool of research. The databank 
provides digitalised texts, Sanskrit and Prakrit indices, scans of selected manuscripts, and visual performance 
documentation of the thirteen plays ascribed to this author and of some more Sanskrit dramas. The performance 
style is peculiar to the Kūṭiyāṭṭam theatre tradition of Kerala, South India. While not throwing more light 
on “Bhāsa” as an author, the information provided by the databank and the research done by the scholars 
involved in it does throw new light on the manuscript and performance tradition of Sanskrit drama in 
South India. The article also contains a list of selected publications by members of the “Bhāsa research  
group”.

Christopher Byrski, the Abhinandanīya to be honoured by the present volume, has 
authored some of the most original and constructive contributions to the study of the 
dramas ascribed to “Bhāsa”, as well as to Sanskrit drama, theatre and dramaturgy in 
general. He was the first European favourably remembered in Kerala for his early interest 
in the Kūṭiyāṭṭam performance tradition of Sanskrit drama.� 

In the light of the inspiration scholars working in the field draw from him, it seems 
appropriate to sketch the work that has been done in the meantime in our Würzburg 
databank project and by the members of our small research group, especially with respect 
to the dramas ascribed to “Bhāsa”.

�	 I still recall with pleasure our discussions at Heidelberg in 1989, when Professor Byrski came to speak 
on Sanskrit drama at the South Asia Institute. In fact, I have preserved to this day a sheet of paper on which 
one evening over dinner in a Heidelberg restaurant he sketched for me the plot development of a Sanskrit  
drama.
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The project started during my Tübingen years (1991-2001), in the 1990s, when 
I took another look at the classical Sanskrit drama and theatre as part of my teaching 
program. This initially resulted in an article, in German, entitled “Victims as Heroes 
– New Perspectives in the ‘Bhāsa’ plays” (Brückner 1994). I observed that the author(s) 
of most of the dramas ascribed to Bhāsa show a special interest in the condition of the 
hero as victim or loser and his tragic (?) end (Ūru-bhaṅga, Karṇa-bhāra). I also noted 
that there is a focus on family bonds, especially parental feelings, in a couple of scenes 
in the Ūru-bhaṅga, Pratijñā-yaugaṁdharāyaṇa II, Avimāraka I, Madhyama-vyāyoga and 
Dūta-vākya.

After first seeing a Kūṭiyāṭṭam performance in Kerala in 1993, I felt that the 
relationship between the dramatic texts as we have them and the performance techniques 
of Kūṭiyāṭṭam should be further explored. I also had an opportunity to look at some of the 
original palmleaf manuscripts of the dramas, mainly in the Oriental Research Institute and 
Manuscript Library, Trivandrum (ORIML), during a sabbatical leave in winter 1994/1995. 
Initially based on the information provided by Unni 1978�, I began to photograph the 
Kerala “Bhāsa” manuscripts systematically, assisted by P.L. Shaji of the ORIML and 
funded by the German Research Council (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft).

In the meantime, some of my students had also developed an interest in both the 
textual and the performance aspects of Sanskrit drama, and they supported, complemented 
and continued the work in the following years. Thus, Heike Moser spent two years 
(1995-1997) at the Kerala Kalāmaṇḍalam to study Kūṭiyāṭṭam and collect material for 
her Tübingen Master’s thesis on Naṅṅyār Kūttu (submitted in 1999), and also helped to 
document performances in Kerala for our growing project. She later wrote her Ph.D. thesis 
on a related topic (submitted Würzburg 2004; publication Moser 2007). Anna Aurelia 
Esposito prepared a critical edition of Dūta-vākya, submitted as a Tübingen Master’s 
thesis in 1998 (for the major results, see her article Esposito 2000; publication of the 
critical edition scheduled for 2007/2008). She took up a critical edition of Cārudatta as 
her Ph.D. thesis (Tübingen 2003; publication Esposito 2004). In addition to the critical 
edition and German translation of the drama, her book also contains a comprehensive 
study of the Prakrit used in twelve of the thirteen plays ascribed to Bhāsa on the basis 
of the original manuscripts.

The last major campaign to photograph palmleaf manuscripts and document 
performances was conducted during a sabbatical leave in winter 1999/2000 and was, 
again, sponsored by the German Research Council. In 2000, the collection consisted 
of about 300 hours of video coverage, of numerous slides and of photographs of the 
majority of the manuscripts known to be extant. Brückner 2000 gives a detailed account 
and description of the manuscripts and visual materials, summarises the Bhāsa debate and 
refers to relevant publications in the field up to 1999. As an appendix to the article, the 
text of Madhyama-vyāyoga is given as constituted from the only two extant manuscripts.� 

�	 N.P. Unni, 1978. New Problems in Bhāsa Plays. Trivandrum, College Book House.
�	 A German translation of this one-act-play had been published earlier (see Brückner 1996). A critical edition 

of Karṇa-bhāra followed in 2002. See Brückner 2002 [2004].
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In the same volume of the BEI, Moser 2000 presents a description and analysis of the 
Mantrāṅkam material, i.e. the documentation of the performance and performance text of 
the third act of the Pratijñā-yaugaṁdharāyaṇa known as Mantrāṅkam in the Kūṭiyāṭṭam 
tradition. In the meantime, this drama has been critically edited by Matthias Ahlborn 
in his 2006 Würzburg Ph.D. thesis to be published shortly (Ahlborn 2007a). Ahlborn’s 
skills in electronic text processing were central for the databank project. 

The Würzburg Multimedia Databank on Sanskrit Drama and Theatre

Beginning in the late 1990s, preparations for a databank had been made and the 
work had been conceptualised with a view to making the textual and visual materials 
accessible to the larger scholarly community and to a wider audience. The project was 
finally taken up on a larger scale after I joined the University of Würzburg in 2001. A 
two-year grant from the German Research Council (2004-2006) considerably speeded 
up the process. We are presently (March 2007) entering the final phase of the project, 
in which printed texts, manuscripts and visual documentation have been digitalised and 
are being made available on the World Wide Web.

Figure 1. Research Campus Würzburg
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The parts of the databank published on the internet comprise the following types of 
materials:
(a)	 Digitalised texts of the thirteen plays ascribed to Bhāsa and a selection of other 

Sanskrit dramas such as Mudrā-rākṣasa and Abhijñāna-śākuntala;
(b)	 Indices of all Sanskrit and Prakrit word-forms occuring in these texts;
(c)	 Scans of selected palmleaf manuscripts of the dramas ascribed to Bhāsa;
(d)	 Scans of photographs of Kūṭiyāṭṭam performances and sample video-clips of selected 

performances.

Method of processing the texts

The method of entering and processing the texts has been developed by Matthias 
Ahlborn.� It permits us to automatically generate the pages presented below. For this 
purpose, the various textual components of the dramatic text – such as citing the name 
of the person speaking, stage directions, and dialogues and verses uttered by the dramatis 
personae – have been marked by XML (Extended Mark Up Language). Compounds and 
vowel sandhis have been dissolved, ambiguous sandhi combinations have been provided 
with special markers. XML has been chosen because it permits us to mark content 
structures and not just form. 

The opening page of the databank contains three different frames:

Figure 2. Opening Page “Bhāsa Project Würzburg”

�	 See Ahlborn 2007a and 2007b for a fuller description of the principles and methodology on which the 
databank is based.
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The main window displays the table of contents. If “Cārudatta” is clicked the text 
of this drama will appear in the main window:

Figure 3. Text of Cārudatta

In the text, compound words have been separated, vowel sandhi has been indicated 
by “^”, while the various types of text have been marked graphically (bold, italics, etc.) 
and by different colours that cannot be reproduced in the present article. The drama text 
is based on Ganapati Sastri’s printed edition. We have added references to all four extant 
manuscripts in square brackets (blue coloured digits on the webpage). In this case, scans 
of all the manuscripts are available in the databank. For easier reading, references to the 
manuscripts have been placed at the end of the respective sentences, even if a new page 
or line in the manuscript starts in the middle of a sentence. 
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In figure 3, the first bracket after the first stage direction [22848.61.a.4] refers to the 
Trivandrum manuscript no. 22848 D, photo no. 61, upper half, line four:

Figure 4. Beginning of Cārudatta in manuscript no. 22848 D, line 4

The second bracket refers to the Trivandrum manuscript no. 17622 D, photo no. 70, 
upper half, first line:

Figure 5. Beginning of Cārudatta in Manuscript 17622 D, line 1
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The third bracket refers to manuscript Madras SR 1714 G.� The figure shows the 
lower half of photograph no. 97, first line:

Figure 6. Beginning of Cārudatta in manuscript 1714 G, line 1

The fourth manuscript lacks the beginning of the text and is therefore not reproduced 
here.

�	 For the critical edition of the text, description and discussion of the manuscripts, see Esposito 2004.
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Links to performance documentation

The table of contents on the opening page of the databank mentions that a video 
sample is available for the enactment of Dūta-vākya verse 4.� By accessing verse 4 of 
the drama and clicking on the word “video” before the text of verse 4, one can see the 
visual sequence. Duryodhana is seen and heard reciting verse 4:

Figure 7. Verse 4 of Dūta-vākya and still shot of the beginning  
of the video clip in the lower frame

�	 Due to limitations of space only a very few brief video clips can be made available on the internet.
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Indices

One can access the overall index by clicking any word in any of the available texts. 
Using the same text as in the previous figure (7) one can click, for example, on the word 
roṣam in verse 4 of Dūta-vākya. In the frame on the right hand side, all occurences of 
the word-form roṣam will be displayed:

Figure 8. Index entry roṣam and occurence in Dūta-vākya, verse 4

The first entry in the index, AN_1 26.11, refers to Abhiṣeka-nāṭaka, first act, verse 
26, eleventh word. If this entry is clicked, the respective passage of the drama appears 
in the main frame with roṣam in the uppermost line:

Figure 9. Index entry roṣam and occurance in Abhiṣeka-nāṭaka, act I
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The reference of the second entry, AN_2 15.01.03, is to Abhiṣeka-nāṭaka act II, first 
sentence after verse 15, third word. The entries are presently being linked to a Sanskrit-
English dictionary, so that the English meanings ‘anger, wrath, fury’ for roṣam will 
appear, if roṣam is clicked. The Sanskrit index can also be accessed directly by clicking 
“Sanskrit index” on the opening page of the databank. Words are listed in the order of 
their first two letters:

Figure 10. Sanskrit index

Akhila, for example, is found by clicking “akh”:

Figure 11. Entries akhila in the Sanskrit index
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Prakrit words are found in a separate index:

Figure 12. Prakrit index

Figure 13. Results of a search for “āa” in the Prakrit index
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A Google search for Sanskrit or Prakrit words in Unicode or Roman fonts also leads 
to the pages of the Würzburg Bhāsa project:

Figure 14. Google search leading to the project’s Prakrit index

Concluding remarks: new light on “Bhāsa”?

As stated in Brückner 2000 (see esp. pp. 503-505), the examination of the manuscripts 
has – so far – not led to any new clues concerning the authorship question. There is no 
mention of “Bhāsa” or any other author� either in the sthāpanās or in the colophons of 
any of the dramas.� The absence of any reference to an author may be considered an 
important common denominator of the thirteen plays, but not an argument in favour of 
common authorship. We believe that the dating has to be done independently for each of 
the dramas.� Words and phrases shared by several of the dramas do not by themselves 
provide a conclusive argument for their common authorship either.

Therefore the databank, among other things, permits us to systematically compare 
the lexicon, syntax and style of the anonymous dramas, and also to compare them with 
other Sanskrit dramas whose authors are known. Concerning the palmleaf manuscripts, 
most of which have been scanned from photographs we took in the 1990s, we have 
been able to show, for example, which ones were used by Ganapati Sastri, and we have 
identified the codex that he first located in 1908 (Brückner 2000, 2002; Esposito 2000, 

�	 Except in Avimāraka Ms. 5150A: etat purā-kavi-vara-pravareṇa tena kā[tyā?]yanena racitaṃ caritaṃ... 
samāptam.

�	 Dramas authored by Harṣa or Kulaśekhara found in the same bundles of manuscripts do not contain their 
names in the colophons either but do refer to the authors in the sthāpanās / prastāvanas.

�	 For a chronological discussion concerning the dating of Dūta-vākya, see Esposito 2000.
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2004; Ahlborn 2007a). Several more manuscripts, not listed in Unni 1978, have been 
located, but they show the same features as the known ones (see Brückner 2000 for more 
detailed information). We also intend to provide a list of our collection of manuscript 
scans, a short description of the content of our 300 hours of video coverage of Kūṭiyāṭṭam 
performances and photographic documentation in the databank, Devanāgarī versions of 
the published texts of the dramas, and more texts by known authors.

In conclusion, it may be stated that the information provided by the databank and 
research done by the group of scholars involved in it, while not throwing any more light 
on Bhāsa, did throw new light on the manuscript and performance tradition of Sanskrit 
drama in South India. Moreover, the databank is a new tool of research that we hope will 
provide a new starting point for scholars to further study this group of Sanskrit dramas 
on a reliable textual basis and to catch glimpses of at least one codified way in which 
Sanskrit plays came to be staged in the South of India. 
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