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Introduction to the
Blazing Sapphire

The Blazing Sapphire or Ujjvala-nilamani is the work of Riipa Gosvamin,
the 16th century poet/theologian who was a direct disciple of the
Krsnaite reformer Sri Krsna Caitanya of Bengal (1486-1534 CE). We
know a few things about Riipa: he and his elder brother Sanatana,
for instance, were ministers in the court of the Muslim Nawab Husein
Shah of Bengal (reigned from 1494-1519); his was a family of learned
brahmins that, according to his nephew Sri Jiva, were once kings in
the distant land of Karnataka.! As ministers of the Nawab, Riipa and
Sanatana had probably lost their caste standing and were looking for
a way to return to the Hindu fold in some way. Sri Caitanya provided
them with that avenue.

Riipa and Sanatana met with Caitanya secretly in 1509 CE at a
place called Ramakeli—near the Nawab’s capital—as Caitanya passed
through on his first attempt at making a pilgrimage to Vrndavana, the
holy land of Krsna. Caitanya asked them to go to Vrndavana, write
books on bhakti, and uncover the sites of Krsna’s divine play (lila)
there. Shortly thereafter the two brothers made their escape from
the court of the Nawab and made a run for Vrndavana. Riipa, who
left first with his younger brother Vallabha, successfully evaded the

1811 Jiva gives a history of his ancestry at the end of his Abridged Pleaser of Vaisnavas
(Laghu-vaisnava-tosani), a shortened version of a commentary by Sanatana on the Bhaga-
vata Purana. The passage is also given fully in The Six Gosvamis of Vrndavana (Vrndavan-
era Chaya Gosvami) by NareSacandra Jana, pp. 11-13 and his discussion of the passage
is on pages 13-19. (Calcutta, India: Kalikata Visvavidyalaya, 1970)
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Nawab’s men and arrived at his destin

ation without being troubled by

the Nawab. Sanatana was less fortunate. Since he remained behind

the Nawab arrested him and threw hi

m in prison for some time until

he was able to convince a guard to take a bribe. Once free he traveled
incognito (dressed as a Sufi, it seems) to Vrndavana connecting on
the way with Caitanya at Varanasi. The brothers lived in Vrndavana
for the rest of their long lives?. He and his older brother produced

Riipa’s Family Tree

Sarvajiia Jagadg

uru (~1325 CE)

Aniruddha (1350)

Ripes$vara (1375) Harihara

Padmanabha (1400)

Purusottama Jagannatha Narayana

Murari Mukunda (1425)

Kumara (1450)

Sanatana (1475) Riipa (1480) Vallabha

Jiva

2The exact dates of the births and deaths of Sanatana and Riipa are not known.
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numerous poems, plays, and theological works in Sanskrit that helped
place the tradition inspired by Sri Caitanya on firm literary and textual
foundations.

The Blazing Sapphire is among Riipa’s final works, composed after
a lifetime of poetic and dramatic study and practice. It contains over
fourteen hundred Sanskrit stanzas (sloka), some of which are didac-
tic in nature, but most of which are single-stanza poems designed to
exemplify and evoke the various complex moods and feelings (bhakti-
rasa) associated with the culture of love (prema) centered on Krsna.
Krsna is the lover god of India before whom all the beauties and loves
of the world are said to fade into insignificance. The text, therefore, is
not only meant to analyze and to teach about the religious experience
of the Caitanya tradition, but to provide the literary vehicle through
which it can be experienced as well. The “sapphire” in the work’s
name points to the blue-complected Krsna, the blue jewel or sapphire
(nilamani), and the quality of “blazing” (ujjvala), which refers to Krsna
in a state of aroused passion, enflamed with love.

In Riipa’s works, divine love (prema) is expressed in terms of hu-
man love which in turn is viewed as a pale semblance of the ultimate
loving intimacy of relationship with the divine lord Krsna. Thus, from
the perspective of this tradition, what we humans seek most thirstily
in the many temporal and temporary intimacies of love among other
human beings can only be found in fullness in the intimacy of a lov-
ing relationship with Krsna. This emotional connection or relation-
ship with Krsna is called bhakti and to rejoice in that connection is
called bhakti-rasa. That relationship contains the prototypes of the
rich variety of feelings involved in any loving relationship. This view
creates an interesting orientation toward the world in this tradition.
The world receives a positive evaluation by being rooted in divine
experience, and yet its inability to satisfy is also accounted for. The
principals in all our mundane relationships partake of the transitory
nature of all the things of this world, making the relationships them-
selves transitory. This affirmation of the world is a refreshing ori-

Since Caitanya treated Sanatana as a senior collaborator (See Cc. 3.4.154-155, 161-
169) I believe that he was somewhat older than Caitanya, perhaps by as many as ten
years older, and thus was born around 1475-6 CE. He is thought to have passed away
in Vrndavana in around 1554-5 CE. Riipa was younger than Sanatana but slightly older
than Caitanya. He was probably born around 1480-1 CE and passed away a couple
years after his brother in about 1556-7 CE.
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entation in Hinduism, which otherwise has embraced such a strong
current of rejection of the world. As the luscious sensuality present
in so many of Riipa’s poems indicates, the relationship with Krsna is
also a sensual and passionate one, but one thought to be based on
eternal bodies and identities. As is illustrated by another work of the
tradition, the Eternal Sport of Govinda (Govinda-lilamrta) by Krsnadasa
Kaviraja (1520?-1612?), in Krsna’s paradise his play (lild) is eternal.
According to this tradition, we all have a place in it.

Of the various ways of loving Krsna recognized by the Caitanya
tradition: loving passively as a serene, contemplative sage or yogi,
loving as a servant, loving as a parent, loving as a friend, and loving as
a lover, the highest for Riipa was the “sweet one” (madhura), loving as
a lover, because it affords the greatest possibilities for intimacy with
and surrender to Krsna. Although Riipa has mentioned this way of
loving and discussed it briefly in his earlier, general work on bhakti-
rasa, the Ocean of the Nectar of Bhakti-rasa (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu),
the Blazing Sapphire is devoted to providing a full elucidation of this
sweet way of loving Krsna. He says in the second verse of this text
that this way of loving Krsna is private. There Riipa suggests that
The Blazing Sapphire in which sacred erotic rapture forms the main
topic is a secret treasure of the followers of Sri Caitanya, among whom
Caitanya is believed to have revealed and personally embodied this
kind of love.?

In this work, erotic rapture (madhura), the king of sacred
raptures (bhakti-rasa), is described separately and in great
detail. Because it is secret, it has previously been men-
tioned only briefly among the major forms of sacred rap-
ture.*

SRiipa suggests as much in one of the opening stanzas of his play Clever Madhava
(Vidagdha-madhava):

anarpitacarim cirat karunayavatirnah kalau
samarpayitum unnatojjvalarasam svabhakitsriyam|
harih puratasundaradyutikadambasamdipitah
sada hrdayakandare sphuratu vah Sacinandanah| |

May Hari (Krsna) as the son of Saci who is radiant with the beautiful glow of gold
forever appear in your hearts. He has descended in the Age of Kali out of compassion
to bestow a treasure of his own bhakti — the sublime blazing rapture (sacred erotic
rapture) which has not been given before.

4Un., 1.2:
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Riipa gives three reasons for avoiding discussion of this “sweet”
way of loving Krsna in his earlier works: there is a strong possibility
of its being misunderstood, it is secret, and it is unsuited for people
in the renounced stage of life.> This is more evidence that Caitanya
Vaisnavism had departed from the long Hindu-Buddhist tradition of
prizing renunciation and rejection of the world above all else. The
greatest treasure of the Caitanya tradition is not for renunciants which
means sannyasins, those who have renounced family life and worldly
attachments in what is typically the fourth stage of life in the Hindu
social order.

In structuring his discussion of madhura-rasa, Riipa plugs into the
long tradition of reflection on the nature of the experience of art and
poetry in classical India, a tradition that culminates in the theory of
rasa or aesthetic pleasure or rapture.® Literary critics of Sanskrit lit-
erature have carefully analyzed the process whereby rasa is experi-
enced through literature and art. When certain elements of common

mukhya-rasesu purd yah samksepenodito rahasyatvat|
prthag eva bhakti-rasa-rat sa vistarenocyate madhurah| |

SRiipa Gosvamin, Ocean of the Nectar of Bhakti-rasa, 3.5.2:

nivrttanupayogitvad durihatvad ayam rasah|
rahasyatvdcca samksipya vitatango’pi likhyate||

61 use the word rapture because in Visvanatha Kavirdja’s description of rasa in his
Mirror of Literature (Sahitya-darpana), the standard text on rasa in the middle ages (14th-
15th cents. CE), he describes it as a moment of joyful astonishment that drives all other
thoughts and feelings out of the mind. Here is Sahitya-darpana, 3.2:

sattvodrekad akhanda-svaprakasananda-cinmayah
vedyantara-sparsa-$inyo brahmasvada-sahodarah|
lokottara-camatkara-pranah kaiscit pramatrbhaih
svakaravadabhinnatvendyam dsvadyate rasah||

From an abundance of pure being (sattva) it is undivided, self-revealed, joyful conscious-
ness, free from the slighest touch of other objects of awareness, akin to the experience of
Brahman, the very life of transcendent astonishment. This rapture (rasa) is experienced
by some knowers as non-different from themselves like their own bodies.

This understanding of rasa is comparable in many ways to Nietzche’s notion of rausch.
Rausch is a German word etymologically related to “rush,” but most commonly trans-
lated “frenzy.” But according to David Farell Krell in a footnote (92, fn) to his translation
of Martin Heidegger’s work on Nietzsche’s conception of the will to power as art, “rap-
ture” the past participle of rapere, “to seize” is a better alternative. One is seized by the
aesthetic experience. See Heidegger’s fascinating study of Nietzche’s aesthetics in Niet-
zsche (Volume One): the Will to Power as Art, especially Chapter 14: Rapture as Aesthetic
State. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979)
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experience, identified by the technical the terms—deterimants (vib-
havas), consequents (anubhavas), and transitory emotions (vyabhicari-
bhavas)—are described in works of art, particular emotional responses
are evoked from the residual memories of audience members and be-
come powerfully present to them once again. Those emotional expe-
riences are shorn of their original occasions or contexts. Freed from
those real life situations, they are experienced anew, detached from
time and space, and are called rasa to distinguish them from ordi-
nary, everyday emotional experiences. In Riipa’s hands rasa becomes
transformed into bhakti-rasa, sacred rapture, the religious experience
evoked, as with the aesthetic pleasure, through poetry, drama, and
other arts, except that sacred rapture occurs in response to works fea-
turing the the sacred stories of the gods, specifically, in Riipa’s case,
the gods. In the third stanza of his Blazing Sapphire he says:

When the type of love (rati) called madhura (sweet, i.e.
erotic) is enjoyed through expression of the determinants,
and the rest (vibhavas, etc.), it becomes the kind of sacred
rapture (bhakti-rasa) the wise call sweet.”

This is a fairly standard expression of how rasa is evoked. Emo-
tions when portrayed in literature are experienced differently from
those experienced in our daily lives. Emotions portrayed in litera-
ture become generalized (sadharanibhavana) and touch us in different
ways and on deeper levels than emotions experienced in daily life.®
For Riipa and those who follow him, when emotions are portrayed
as Krsna’s or as those of one of his companions’ in relationship with
Krsna, one not only has an opportunity for aesthetic experience (rasa),
one also and more importantly for the Caitanya tradition, has a chance
for a profound religious experience (bhakti-rasa), provided one is able
to connect with the religious dimensions of the subject matter of the
poem or play. Krsna can be taken just as an ordinary hero or lead-
ing character (nayaka) in a poem or drama and thus evoke aesthetic

7Riipa, Blazing Sapphire, 1.3:

vaksyamanair vibhavadyaih svadyatam madhura ratih|
nitd bhatirasah prokto madhurakhyo manisibhih| |

8Compare this view with Jeffrey Zacks’ recent work on the neuroscience of film. He
says drama gives viewers distilled, condensed, refined emotional experiences. Flicker:
Your Brain on Movies. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)
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rapture. Or, if one’s mind is sufficiently steeped in the worldview and
ritual practices of the worship of Krsna, Krsna will be recognized not
as an ordinary human hero, but as a divine being, or indeed as the
divine being. Then aesthetic rapture is replaced by sacred rapture.
Art becomes a vehicle for religious experience; aesthetic experience is
transformed into experience of the sacred.
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Selected Stanzas from Riipa’s Blazing Sapphire
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Text and Translation 5

Glory to the eternal Lord'

Whose name attracts those who know rapture.
His character always excites Nanda,®

Giver of the joy of his own beauty.

2

(or)

Glory to the Master,* who is

The very self of my Sanatana.®

His tongue repeats the holy name,
His character ever delights the good,
And he gives joy to his Riipa.®

(or)

Glory to my guide in Sanatana,’
Whose tongue repeats the holy name.
His character ever delights the good,
And he gives joy to his Riipa.? (1)

IThat is, to Sri Krsna. This verse is an example of poetic pun or double-entendre.
The same verse is meant to be interpreted in at least three different ways, that is, as
indicating three different people, by reading its words in three different ways. The
technical term for this in Sanskrit literary theory is slesa or “embrace.” Three different
meanings are embraced by this one set of words. In order to demonstrate those three
meanings, I have given three translations of this verse. Riipa has succeeded in offering
praise to Lord Krsna, his guru Sri Caitanya, and his older brother Sanatana who was
also his mentor.

2Rasa, or bhakti-rasa, sometimes translated as aesthetic rapture and sacred rapture,
respectively.

3Nanda, leader of the cowherders of Vraja, who believes he is Krsna’s father.

“In this case, to Sri Caitanya

5Sanatana Gosvamin, the author Riipa’s elder brother and mentor.

6The author, Riipa Gosvamin. This could also be taken as before: “Giver of the joy
of his own beauty.”

7 Again Riipa’s older brother.

8Un., 1.1
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mukhyarasesu pura yah samksepenodito rahasyatvat |
prthageva bhaktirasarat sa vistarenocyate madhurah|| 2||



Text and Translation 7

Since it’s secret among major raptures,
It was discussed only briefly before.’
Madhura,'° the king of sacred raptures,
We describe in depth by itself. (2)

9Un., 1.2. In his previous work, The Ocean of the Nectar of Sacred Rapture (Bhakti-
rasamrta-sindhu), Riipa gives the following reasons for not expanding on this form of
sacred rapture in that book (3.5.2):

nivrttanupayogitvaddurihatvadayam rasah|
rahasyatvacca samksipya vitatango’pi likhyate
“Because it is not suitable for the renounced, because it is hard to understand, and

because it is esoteric, this rapture is only briefly described here, though it is vast.”
10The “sweet” sacred rapture (bhakti-rasa), that is, the erotic sacred rapture.



Selected Stanzas from Riipa’s Blazing Sapphire

AT HTATR: FTIAT 7T I |
TraT Wi Il AT A 3l

vaksyamanairvibhavadyaih svadyatam madhura ratih |
nita bhaktirasah prokto madhurakhyo manisibhih|| 3||



Text and Translation 9

Sweet erotic love, when tasted
by means of verbal signs and the rest—!!
as shall soon be described—

Becomes the sacred rapture
the wise call “the sweet one.”12 (3)

I These are the stimulants (vibhava, also translated as “determinants” or “excitants”),
the consequents or reactions (anubhava), and the transitory emotions (vyabhicari-
bhavas) which when combined cause or suggest an enduring emotion (sthayi-bhava).
The emotion that is evoked by the stimulants is “tasted” or experienced as rasa or rap-
ture, according to Bharata’s Natya-sastra (6.32).

na hi rasadrte kascidarthah pravartate|
tatra vibhavanubhdvavyabhicarisamyogadrasanispattih|

“Without rasa (enjoyment, pleasure, aesthetic rapture) no meaning or value arises. In
this matter, from the combination of stimulants, reactions, and transitory emotions,
rasa is produced.”

In Ripa’s adaption of aesthetic rapture to sacred rapture (bhakti-rasa) the same gen-
eral principles apply as he says in his previous book, The Ocean of the Nectar of Sacred
Rapture (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu) (2.1.5):

vibhavairanubhavaisca sattvikairvyabhicaribhih|
svadyatvam hrdi bhaktanamanita sravanadibhih|
esa krsnaratih sthayibhavo bhaktiraso bhavet| |

“This enduring emotion, love for Krsna, becomes sacred rapture, when led to the state
of being enjoyed in the hearts of bhaktas by the stimulants, reactions, and transitory
emotions through hearing, and other kinds of bhakti.” See the introduction and the
glossary for a more detailed account of the production or evocation of rasa.

12Un., 1.3.
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tatra vibhavesvalambanah

asminnalambanah proktah krsnastasya ca vallabhah|| 4||
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There, among the stimulants are the supports:

Krsna and the women he loves
are called “supports”'® of this rapture.'* (4)

13The stimulants or vibhavas are divided into two types, supports (alambana) and exci-
tants (uddipana). Here the support type (alambana-vibhava) of this rapture is described.
Riipa says in his earlier work (B.r.s., 2.14,16,273,301,2.21-2):

tatra jiieya vibhavastu ratyasvadanahetavah|

te dvidhalambana eke tathaivoddipanah pare||
krsnasca krsnabhaktasca budhairalamband matah|
ratyadervisayatvena tathadharatayapi cal|
tadbhavabhavitasvantah krsnabhakta itiritah| |
uddipandstu te prokta bhavamuddipayanti ye|

te tu krsnacandrasya gundscestah prasadhanam||

“Here it is to be known that the stimulants (vibhavas) are the causes of the tasting of
love (rati) and the other enduring emotions. They are of two kinds: some are sup-
ports (alambana) and others excitants (uddipana). Krsna and his bhaktas are considered
supports by the wise, either as the objects of that love or as the possessors or vessels
of that love. Those whose hearts of infused with feelings for him are Krsna’s bhaktas.
The excitants are Krsna’s qualities, actions and embellishments that excite the enduring
emotions.” Riipa’s discussion of the support variety of stimulants extends over the first
nine chapters of this book. In the tenth chapter he takes up the excitant (uddipana)
variety of stimulant.
14Un., 1.4.
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tatra krsno yatha

padadyutivinirdhutasmaraparardhariipoddhatir
drgaficalakalanatipatimabhirmanomohint |
sphurannavaghanakrtih paramadivyalilanidhih
kriyattava jagatrayiyuvatibhagyasiddhirmudam|| 5|
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Among them, Krsna, for example:

May he whose self is perfect pleasure,
divine adventure, richest treasure
of women young in all three worlds—
May he bring joy to you.

He, whose eyes with their side-glancing
enchant all hearts like devis dancing—
He, whose grey-blue body, glistening
seems a rain cloud newly swelling—
He, whose feet eclipse with their gleaming
the pride of millions of gods of love—
May Krsna bring joy to you.!® (5)

15Un., 1.5. This is a blessing given by the elder lady Piirnamasi to Radha who was
bowing to her in her state of prior passion (piirva-raga) for Krsna, that is, her passion
for him before their first meeting. From the commentary of Vi§vanatha Cakravartin
(Vi$vanatha,[V]
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ayam suramyo madhurah sarvasallaksananvitah |
valiyannavatarunyo vavadikah priyamvadah|| 6||

sudhih sapratibho dhiro vidagdhascaturah sukhi |
krtajfio daksinah premavasyo gambhirambudhih|| 7||
variyan kirtiman narimohano nityaniitanah|
atulyakelisaundaryapresthavamsisvanankitah|| 8||
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[Krsna’s many attractive qualities are:]

He is very handsome, sweet—

All good traits are Hari’s—

Strong in his fresh-blooming youth,
Loquacious, tongue like honey.!® (6)

Steady, wise, intelligent,
Clever, expert, happy,
Skilled and grateful when he loves,
Loves with abandon, yet
an ocean of solemnity is Hari.!” (7)

Great repute is part of him;
loved ones flock to sport with him,
None can play the flute like him,
captivate the girls like him;
He excels in everything,
matchless beauty, ever new.!® (8)

16Un., 1.6. Vi$vanatha points out that the first five traits are Krsna’s physical qualities.
Loquaciousness and having a tongue like honey are his verbal traits. The remaing
fourteen are his mental traits.

17Un,, 1.7.

18Un., 1.8.



