Bhagavad-Gita Reading
Sanskrit 101b

Introduction

The Bhagavad Gita (or "Song of the Lord") comes down to us as a small piece of the vast Mahabharata
epic poem: 700 verses (that is, 1,400 lines) out of something like 100,000 (200,000) in total. (For
perspective, this is 4x as large as the second largest Sanskrit epic, the Ramayana, which contains about
50,000 lines. Compare also the Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid, which contain 16,000, 12,000, and
10,000 lines, respectively.) The Mahabharata centers on a great war, "long ago in the land of India,"
between the ancestral Kaurava and Pandava families. The Gita, in turn, is situated on the front line of
the first battle, moments before it begins, and serves as a poignant and profound meditation on moving
forward and living well in a morally complicated world.

Authorship of the Mahabharata, and therefore of the Gita, is traditionally ascribed to the divine sage
Vyasa, sometime in the third millenium BCE, as is the case with the Vedas and Puranas. The competing
academic view is that the Mahabharata is a composite text, i.e., the result of hundreds of years of
modification at the hands of thousands of co-authors, which arrived at something like its current form
in the mid-first-millenium CE. The Gita, however, is more often spoken of as the product of a single
inspired mind. These are, not surprisingly, contentious questions.

The Gita takes the form of a dialogue between the Pandava prince Arjuna and his cousin, Krsna, avatar
of the god Visnu. At Arjuna's despair over the prospect of an apocolyptic war that will annihilate both
sides, Krsna offers him encouragement in the form of teachings on the nature of the soul and on the
various paths of yoga, so as to help Arjuna embrace his proper, if difficult role as a warrior (ksatriya).

As is the case with much epic literature, the Gita takes place within a series of nested narrative frames.
Here, the immediate frame is a conversation between the blind king Dhrtarastra and his charioteer
Safijaya. Dhrtarastra's belligerent son Duryodhana, the leader of the Kauravas, is preparing to lead his
army into battle. Dhrtarastra wants to know what is happening, but because he is blind, he needs
Safijaya to verbally convey the scene to him. Safijaya is not on the battlefield himself, but thanks to his
"divine eye," he is able to observe and relate to Dhrtarastra the action on the battlefield, which is named
Kuruksetra...



Chapter 1
( = Chapter 23 of the sixth book of the Mahabharata, called Bhisma-parvan, "The Book of Bhisma.")

On Dhrtarastra's request, Safijaya begins to describe the battlescene. Safijjaya begins by narrating a
short discussion between the Kaurava leader Duryodhana and his mentor Drona.
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Proper names:
On the side of the Kaurava (descendents of Kuru): Safijaya, Duryodhana, Drupada, Yuyudhana, Virata
On the side of the Pandavas (descendents of Pandu):, Bhima, Arjuna

More hints:
Nouns: ksetram, anikam, camih, mahesvasah, yudh, rathah
Adjectives (including verbal ones): mamaka, yuyutsu, samaveta, vyiidha, Siira, sama



Duryodhana continues to detail the heroic characters on the scene and how they are committed to
fighting for him. Then all the Kauravas, led by revered grandfather Bhisma, sound their conch shells.
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The action then shifts to the Pandavas, led by Arjuna and Krsna, who blow their own conches in
response. The noise is said to shake the very earth and sky, and also the confidence of the Kauravas.
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Now we shift our gaze to the Pandava prince Arjuna, with ST Krsna serving as his charioteer. On
Arjuna's command, they move in for a closer look at the front lines. (Remember: The charioteer
Safijaya is narrating all of this to king Dhrtarastra.)
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Epithets and names: Hrsikesa, Acyuta, Dhartarastra (group name)

More hints:
Nouns: kapi-dhvaja, sampata, dhanus, rana, yuddha
Adjectives (including verbal ones): vyavasthita, yoddhavya, yotsyamana, samagata, cikirsu



With the chariot maneuvered into position, Krsna urges Arjuna to survey the scene, which he does.
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Epithets and names: Hrsikesa, Gudakesa, Bharata, Bhisma, Drona, Kuru, Kaunteya

More hints: pramukha-tah, mahi-ksit, pitamaha



As Arjuna looks at the soliders on both sides, the enormity of the impending battle finally dawns on
him. It seems as though the very leader of the Pandava army is about to lose heart.
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Epithets and names: Gandiva, KeSava

More hints:
Nouns: krpa, gatram, vepathuh, roma-harsah, tvac, nimittam, sreyas, ahavah
Adjectives (including verbal ones): parayavista, viparita

Verbs: vi+sad, pari+$us, srars, pari+dah, $ak, ava+stha, bhram, anu+dr$



Arjuna rationalizes his reluctance to Krsna, foreseeing a chain reaction of disastrous consequences.

T AT AT T T T TS g T |
o A1 Trsae Mifaes B Arstieaa ar - 11 3% 11
JuTHT FTTeqd A7 Tsd AR gaEra 9 |
T TH SATEAT g TTOTTETFaT gt = 11 33 1
A=A [T gEreads o fOqer: |
HTQAT: *FT: TEAT: TATAT: HaegaeaqT 1| 3% ||
TAT 7 e rHg T Bar sfo qefEe |
AT AATFISTET gal: T T Ag 13y 1
[EERICINREE G EE IR IS G IEC

ITIHATAATETT geadTHTaara: 3%
TEATH ATET a9 ge ATALTYT FATeeary |
o T2 9 gaaT ghad: T ATd e 130 1
T 7 T9FTeq ATAIgaoae: |
FAATFA a1Y [HAGlg 7 TTaHq 130
ol T ATHATI: qTITEH Hafaqy |
FAATRT QIS TTLTTGorTad 3% 11
TATT UL Te HALHT: FATAAT: |
o T T FAHGHT STTATT 11 ¥o |
TLHTTHTAT] FO IS (e AT |
S T ATST ST AUEHRL: 1% 1|
LT ALHTIT FTAATAT FATT o |
aafed Fa<r gt FaavE e HaT: %3100

NI 2 C 2
QN A ATl AV hLnlLn: |

AT SITTATEHAT: FALHTE AT 130



With his resolve at rock-bottom, Arujuna declares that he simply will not fight.
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Hints:
Nouns: kulam, narakam, vasah, lobhah, sammkhyam, capah, manasam

Adjectives (including verbal ones): utsanna, vyavasita, udyata, a-pratikara, a-$astra, Sastra-pani, ksema,
upastha, sa-sara, samvigna

Verbs: anu+sru, vi+srj

Indeclinables: niyatam, bata



Chapter 2
( = Mahabharata Book 6, Chapter 24)

This chapter, the longest of the book, summarizes the spiritual teachings on yoga and the atman.

(Highlighted verses to be read along with audio track.)

At the outset, Arjuna is not doing so well.
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Hints: asru, tksanam, madhu (not "honey" here)

Krsna rebukes him for his reluctance, but Arjuna insists.
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The war seems so awful to Arjuna, he's not even sure whether winning or losing would be the better
outcome.
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Utterly confused now, Arjuna asks Krsna for help.
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Even while asking for Krsna's advice, Arjuna reaffirms his reluctance to fight.
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Krsna then begins to teach Arjuna why, given the nature of the soul, such trepidation is misplaced and
inappropriate.
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Hint: asuh

Krsna speaks on behalf of the atman. What is immortal cannot come into being (since it already exists
permanently), nor can it pass away. The things Arjuna is worried about are things of the mere body,
which Krsna says should be taken in stride. The eternal atman cannot not killed.
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Krsna sums up the above and offers a tangible metaphor. Yet the atman is anything but tangible.
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Hints: a-vinasin, ghatayati (a causative, but from what?...), bhavita ( a new verb form, don't worry ),
vasas, dehin, viditva (gerund), arh (with infinitive...)
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Krsna explains the proper attitude to have toward actions and results. The chief obstacle here is

attachment, and not only to results, but also sometimes to inaction itself, as in Arjuna's present case.

The result of proper yoga? Freedom from rebirth, and also from needing to rely on traditional
knowledge.
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Hints: karman, adhikarah, ma bhiih ( a new verb construction, don't worry ), siddhi, avara (an
historically controversial point of translation...), phala-hetu (what kind of compound is this?...), iha
ubhe (sandhi irregularly suspended here), vyati+tf, gantasi ( a new verb construction, don't worry )
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A few more thoughts on the relationships between attachment, intelligence, and peace of mind, with

another question by Arjuna.
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