An Absence Made Present

The Sanskrit Correspondence of
J. Ph. Vogel and Nityanand Shastri

Peter C. Bisschop

ABSTRACT

This essay introduces the remarkable correspondence in Sanskrit between the Dutch
Indologist J. Ph. Vogel (1871-1958) and the Kashmiri pandit Nityanand Shastri
(1874—1942). After presenting two Sanskrit letters from their correspondence together
with an annotated English translation, the essay considers several aspects of these letters,
both in the light of the Sanskrit epistolary tradition itself and in comparison with those
of other cultures. The essay also draws attention to the difference in cultural idiom when
Vogel writes in Sanskrit and when he writes to the same correspondent in English.

“A letter is a conversation between people who are absent from one
another [. . .]. To succeed at it, imagine that you are in the presence
of whomever you are addressing, that they can hear the sound of your
voice and that their eyes are fixed on yours.”

(Grande Encyclopédie du XIXe siecle; DAUPHIN 1997, 132)

Introduction

THE ARCHIVES OF JEAN PHILIPPE VOGEL, PROFESSOR OF SANSKRIT AND
Indian Antiquities at Leiden University from 1914 to 1931, offer a rich
repository for the study of material texts in a variety of forms.! Vogel’s
photographic collection, containing fourteen albums covering sites,
monuments, and sculptures from across South and Southeast Asia, is
relatively well known and documented, but his archives also include,

1. I'am grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments on different
aspects of epistolography, which helped me expand and improve the nature and
scope of this essay. This project has received funding from the European Research
Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
program under grant agreement no. 101054849 (PURANA).
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among other things, a great number of letters of correspondence — largely
unstudied — from major scholars of the time, including Aurel Stein
(146 letters), Alfred Foucher (79 letters), and John Marshall (29 letters).?
While the majority of these letters are — not surprisingly — written in
English, there are also quite a few letters from Indian pandits written in
Sanskrit.> Among these is a set of letters composed in elegant Sanskrit by
the Kashmirian pandit Nityanand Shastri, a remarkable character and one
of the main informants of European and American scholars on matters of
Sanskrit and Kashmirian culture at the time, who frequently acted as their
teacher and guide.

Recently, I was able to acquire digital photographs of Vogel’s own
letters written to Nityanand from the latter’s grandson, S. N. Pandita,
which now allows us to reconstruct both sides of the correspondence.*
With the exception of a few letters written in English, most of Vogel’s
letters to Nityanand are written in Sanskrit. In total, Leiden University
Libraries hold fourteen Sanskrit letters written to Vogel by Nityanand.
Most of these letters stem from the first decade of the twentieth century,
which is the period when Vogel was stationed in India (1899-1913). The
first of Nityanand’s letters in the Leiden collection goes back to 18 July
1902, while the last one is dated 21 August 1921. S. N. Pandita’s private
collection includes eighteen letters from Vogel, of which twelve are
written in Sanskrit and six in English. With a few exceptions, most of
Vogel’s Sanskrit letters are undated; the English ones are all dated (from
1905-1933). The first of Vogel’s dated Sanskrit letters is from 4 August
1900, and the last from 1 October 1924.3

2. The archives form part of the Leiden University Libraries’ Special Collections.
On the photographic collection, see THEUNS-DE BOER 2008, from which I have
also taken the numbers of letters from Stein, Marshall, and Foucher (p. 50, n.5
and 7).

3. In a preliminary survey of the collection, I have identified Sanskrit letters to
Vogel from Sahaja Bhatta, Uday Candra, Tulsi Ram Sharma, Mukunda Ram
Shastri, Tailanga Ram Shastri, and Nityanand Shastri. In addition to the
numerous letters of Aurel Stein written in English, there also is an exceptional
one written by him in Sanskrit.

4. Tam very grateful to S. N. Pandita for sharing these photographs with me. I aim
to present a study of the complete correspondence in future.

5. The first one, however, is not a personal letter to Nityanand, but rather a
memorial note written in Srinagar, in which Vogel mentions that Nityanand
Shastri was first recommended to him by Aurel Stein and that he has been
pleased with his Sanskrit readings. Furthermore, there are two nearly identical
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In the process of transcribing and translating these letters, I became
aware of the lack of scholarship on Sanskrit letter-writing in the modern
period, and its virtual absence in the historiography of textual cultures
and epistolarity. It is for this reason that I present this preliminary
study of the correspondence between Nityanand and Vogel, also as
a case study to reflect on some of the broader surrounding issues.
Why did Nityanand and Vogel correspond in Sanskrit? What is the
relation between language use and cultural idiom? To what extent can
their correspondence be seen as a continuation of an earlier Sanskrit
epistolary tradition? And finally, what can the study of these letters
tell us about the social and cultural circumstances of the time? While
these questions cannot all be answered within the framework of the
present study, my aim here is first to draw attention to this unique set
of letters from a remarkable moment in the history of cross-cultural
exchange. In so doing, this article contributes to a field that is still
heavily Anglocentric and aims to explore comparisons with other
epistolary traditions, such as Persian and Arabic.

In what follows, I first briefly introduce the two authors of the
correspondence. Next, I provide two sample letters in full, in the original
Sanskrit together with an English translation and notes on cultural idiom
and style. To assess to what extent their correspondence represents an
innovation or continues an existing epistolary tradition, the next section
investigates the history of letter-writing in Sanskrit. Finally, I draw
attention to the different nature of Vogel’s letters in Sanskrit compared
to those written in English, bringing into view the performative nature of
Sanskrit letter-writing in a cross-cultural colonial setting.

The Two Authors of the Correspondence

Jean Philippe Vogel (1871-1958) was a prominent figure in early
twentieth-century Indology. After studying Sanskrit with Christian
Uhlenbeck in Amsterdam and Hendrik Kern in Leiden, he had a brief
spell as a private teacher of Sanskrit at the University of Amsterdam
(1897-1899) before heading to India in 1899. There he was introduced
to the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) in Lahore by Aurel Stein,
who at the time was the Principal of Oriental College in Lahore. Later,

versions of the last letter, dated 1 October 1924. At the moment I cannot explain
why.
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Stein would become famous for his archaeological discoveries and
explorations in Central Asia. The two struck up a friendship that would
last for the rest of their lives, as evinced by the many letters of Aurel
Stein in the Vogel collection at Leiden University Libraries. From
1901 to 1910, Vogel served as Superintendent of the ASI’s Northern
Circle (present-day Pakistan, Kashmir, and the Punjab), while from
1910 to 1912, he acted as officiating Director-General of the ASI for
John Marshall. He carried out multiple explorations and excavations
and played a key role in the professionalization of Indian archaeology
and conservation practices. He returned to the Netherlands in 1913
to become Professor of Sanskrit and Indian Antiquities at Leiden
University.® In 1925, together with N. J. Krom, he founded the Kern
Institute, of which he was the chairman from 1925 to 1939. Vogel’s work
includes multiple annual progress reports for the ASI, catalogues for
different museums in the Indian subcontinent, and a range of editions
of inscriptions, research articles, and more general books on various
aspects of Indian textual and material culture, such as Indian Serpent-
Lore or the Nagas in Hindu Legend and Art (1926) and The Goose in
Indian Literature and Art (1962).

Nityanand Shastri (1874—1942) was a traditionally trained Kashmiri
pandit. Aurel Stein met him in 1892 — in his capacity as Registrar of the
Punjab University — when Nityanand was still a student and presented
himself there for his examinations for the Shastri degree, the highest
Sanskrit degree (PANDITA 2002, 56). It was at the recommendation of
Stein that Vogel started studying Sanskrit with him in Kashmir in the
summer of 1900 (PANDITA 2002, 118). Like Vogel, Nityanand Shastri
enjoyed a successful career, starting off as a young Sanskrit teacher
at a government school in Srinagar before being appointed Professor
of Sanskrit at Sri Pratap College in Srinagar (1916 onward). He was in
touch with some of the major European and American scholars of the
time, including, among others, George Grierson, Franklin Edgerton,
and Maurice Winternitz.” Perhaps his most remarkable output was
a joint translation, done together with Jagaddhar Zadoo, another
Kashmirian pandit, of several chapters of Cervantes’ Don Quixote

6. For biography and bibliography, see the entry on Vogel at https://www
.dutchstudies-satsea.nl/deelnemers/vogel-jean-philippe/

7. For a rich overview of these interactions, see PANDITA 2002. On Kashmiri
pandits in general, see SENDER 1988.


https://www.dutchstudies-satsea.nl/deelnemers/vogel-jean-philippe/
https://www.dutchstudies-satsea.nl/deelnemers/vogel-jean-philippe/
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from English into Sanskrit (Dan Kviksotah). The manuscript of this
translation, having lain unnoticed at Harvard Library for more than
eighty years, was recently published in a splendid edition by Dragomir
Dimitrov (2019). The translation was produced at the instigation
of Aurel Stein. He wrote the following words to the American book
collector Carl Tilden Keller, who had developed a lifelong obsession
with Don Quixote and aspired to obtain translations of Cervantes’s
classic in as many languages as possible: “[T]he only person whom I
know in Kashmir capable of intelligently rendering from English the
immortal story is Pandit Nityanand, a former Assistant Professor at
the Maharajah’s College, Srinagar” (letter dated 3 May 1935, cited in
DimiITROV 2019, lix).?

Two Sample Letters

In order to give the reader a taste of the idiom and style of the two men’s
correspondence in Sanskrit, and to introduce the subject of Sanskrit
letter-writing and its conventions, I quote here — in Sanskrit, followed
by my own English translation — an example of a complete letter
written by Vogel, followed by Nityanand’s answer two months later. To
bring out the cultural and linguistic elements that are contained in the
original Sanskrit, which allow for situating the letters in the context of
the Sanskrit epistolary tradition, in the accompanying notes I discuss
matters of language, diction, and phrasing and provide information on
local and cultural references in the letters. The letter of Nityanand to
Vogel is accompanied by another letter, in English, addressed to Vogel
by Aurel Stein, which has been included as well. This accompanying
letter recalls the circumstances of their communication and the role of
Stein as an intermediary.

8. In addition to the Sanskrit text of Don Quixote, the edition also contains the
letters exchanged by Carl Tilden Keller, Aurel Stein, Nityanand Shastri, and
Jagaddhar Zhadoo in the years 1935-1937, including several ones written in
Sanskrit by the latter two (DimITROV 2019, 180-282).
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Sanskrit letter written by J. Ph. Vogel, from S. N. Pandita’s private
collection (see Figures 1 and 2. below):®

laidana-nagarat 20-6-1921

aneka-vyakaranalamkaradi-sastra-sagara-paraga-gamana-samskrtah
samskrta-bhasa-jiiana-nisnata-buddhirbuddhimaj-jana-suhrtsuhrj-jana-pijanarha-
guno ‘ganita-guna-ganalamkyta-mirtih - kasmira-desiya-pandita-cidamani-bhiito
yatharthabhidhana-sri-nityanandasastriti-sugrhita-namadheya-pandita-varisthah
svastivada-purahsaram svasakhya daktar je. pi. ec. vogala-namna presitam lekham
imam svikarotutaram ||

bahava eva varsa atitah santi yatah prabhrti bhavad-darsanenanugrhito
'smi | susthu khalv idam ucyate |
yatha kastham ca kastham +ca+ sameyatam mahodadhau |
sametya ca vyapeyatam tadvad bhiita-samagamah ||

na tu yavaj jivam amini kasmira-dese phulla-kamala-sobhita-sarasas tira
udyana-pada-paraji-chayayambhavatasahakavya-natakady-adhyayanatiramaniyani
dinani vismarisyami | kadapi bhagadheyatisayad bharata-vasam'® punya-desam
bharata-varse ca himagiri-mekhalam kasmira-mandalam kismara-visaye'' ca $ri-
devitkula+nivasam sri-nagaram tatra ca nityananda-kari suhrttama-sri-nityananda-
bhadra-mukham punar api pasyeyam | iti dine dine cintayitva mama paramasa vartate
| kim bahuna | vidhatra vidheyam ||

Sighram eva subha-pattra-presanena mam anughrnatu bhavan ||
bhavatah kusalaist
J. Ph. Vogel

(Address: University Leiden. Holland)

9. The Sanskrit letters are written in Devanagar script. All words written in
DevanagarT script are transcribed in italics; words written in roman script are
kept in roman. For the sake of easier comprehension, I have added hyphens
inside the Sanskrit compounds where possible. Plus signs indicate characters
that have been added in the letters above or under the line of writing by
Nityanand and Vogel. To bring out the material and visual aspects of the
original letters, I have included images of the original letters and reproduced
the layout of the letters in the transcription and translation as much as possible.
The images of the letters in the collection of Leiden University are my own and
those in the private collection of S. N. Pandita have been kindly shared by him.

10. Error for bharatavarsam.
11. Error for kasmiravisaye.
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English translation of the same:

From the city of Leiden 20-6-1921

Let the best of pandits — who has appropriately taken on the name
of the venerable Nityanand Shastri, a name that is in accordance with its
meaning,'”> who is refined in reaching complete mastery of the ocean of
multiple sciences starting with grammar and poetics, whose mind is deeply
versed in the knowledge of the Sanskrit language, who is the friend of learned
men,'3 whose qualities are worthy of worship by his friends, whose appearance
is adorned by innumerable qualities, who is the crest jewel of pandits from the
country of Kashmir — please very much accept'* this letter sent by his friend,
Dr. J. Ph. Vogel,"” preceded by blessings.

12. Parallels of the expression “a name that is in accordance with its meaning”
occur in several of Vogel’s letters when he praises Nityanand Shastri. Also note
the phrase “the auspicious face of the venerable Nityanand Shastri, the best
of friends, who brings eternal delight (nityananda)” later in this letter, which
builds on the old poetic ideal of realizing a direct correspondence between word
and meaning, as in Kalidasa’s famous opening verse of the Raghuvamsa (ed.
GOODALL & ISAACSON 2003): vagarthav iva samprktau vagarthapratipattaye
| jagatah pitarau vande parvatiparamesvarau || “I venerate Parvati and
Parames$vara, the Parents of the World, closely joined together, like word and
meaning, for the sake of mastery of word and meaning.”

13. Vogel makes frequent use of plural markers such as jana and gana inside compounds
in his letters. Also note, in this connection, his attempt at maximizing alliteration
by ending and starting a compound with the same words — [. . .] sagara-paraga-
gamana-samskrtah samskrta-bhasa-jiana-nisnata-buddhir buddhimaj-jana-suhrt
suhrj-jana-pijjanarha-guno — in addition to other forms of alliteration (sagara-
paraga-gamana, etc.).

14. The imperative form svikarotu is combined with the suffix -taram. On this
form, see WHITNEY 1889, §473c, who does not mince words regarding its usage:
“By a wholly barbarous combination, finding no warrant in the earlier and more
genuine usages of the language, the suffixes of comparison in their adverbial
feminine form, -taram and -tamam, are later allowed to be added to personal
forms of verbs: thus, sidatetaram (R.: the only case noted in the epics) is
more despondent, vyathayatitaram disturbs more, alabhatataram obtained
in a higher degree, hasisyatitaram will laugh more. No examples of this use
of -tamam are quotable.” The same form appears in the opening sentence of
Nityanand Shastri’s answer: krtarthayantutaram.

15. Note that Vogel has spelled his initials “J. Ph.” phonetically: je. pi. ec. Nityanand
Shastri adopts the same phonetic spelling in his letters to Vogel. For the name
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Many years have gone by since I was blessed by your sight. It has been
well said, indeed:

“Just as two pieces of wood may come together in the great ocean, and after
coming together separate again, so is the meeting of living beings.”'¢

But, as long as I live, I shall not forget those most delightful days of studying
poetry, drama, etc. with you in the shade of the rows of trees in the garden at the
bank of the lake beautified by the blossoming lotuses in the country of Kashmir.
One day, through an excess of good fortune, I may again see the beautiful country
of Bharatavarsha,!” and in Bharatavarsha the region of Kashmir, which is encircled
by the Mountain of Snow (Himagiri), and in the land of Kashmir Srinagar, which
is the abode of the family of the venerable Goddess,'® and there the auspicious
face of the venerable Nityanand Shastri, the best of friends, who brings eternal
delight (nityananda). Thinking thus, each day, my highest hope remains. What is
the use of more words? It is ordained by the Creator.
May you please favor me by sending a nice letter.
Wishing for your well-being.
J. Ph. Vogel
(Address: University Leiden. Holland)

Sanskrit letter written by Nityanand Shastri, from [eiden University Libraries
(Or. 26.811, box 18, folder 54a. no. 76) (see Figures 3 and 4, below):

21-8-21
Sri-sarada saranam|

nija-mati-vaibhava-samtosita-nikhila-vipascid-varagra-ganyah svakiyva-priya-suhrd-
gana-citta-cakora-candrayamanah'® srimanto daktar je. pt. ec. bogal sahiba-varah

“Vogel”, alternative spellings are found in the various letters, including Vogel,
Bogel, Vogala, and the sankritized Vagalaya (“Abode of Speech”).

16. This is Hitopadesa 4.74 (TOrRzSOK 2007). The same verse can also be found
in Mahabharata 12.28.36 (variant: vyatiyatam) and Mahabharata 12.168.15
(ed. SUKTHANKAR 1927-1959).

17. Bharatavarsa is the Sanskrit name for the Indian subcontinent.

18. As Dragomir Dimitrov has suggested to me (e-mail correspondence, 14/10/2024),
this might refer to the residents of Srinagar. Alternatively, Vogel may have intended
devikula to mean “Goddess temple” (compare devakula “temple™). Sarada Dev is
the goddess of learning and tutelary deity of the land of Kashmir.

19. -candrayamanah after correction; -candrayamandah before correction.
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Sri-pravarapuran nityanandasastrind savinayam sasneham sadhanyavadam ca
prahitah svastivada-tatir angikrtya krtyarthayantutaram ||

Srimatam sir aurel stain mahdasaya-varanam kara-saroruhda bhavadbhih
prematisayena prahitam krpa-patram adhigatya man-manasi mahan paritosah
samutpannah |

Sr=sarada-caranarabinda-yugaldc srimatam sarvatra-gatam adabhram bhadram
prarthaye |

iha tavad bhagavat-krpaya sarvatha bhavyam asti | aham ca Sri-pratapa-
mahavidyalaye (S.P. College namni) karyam karomi | Srimat-kypayah smaranasya ca
sarvatha krtajiio 'smi | yadi daivanukampa syad avasyam eva kada-+cit+ $ri matam®
Subha-darsananugrahena sva-caksust samprinayitum samartho bhavisyamity asamse |

anyat sarvam subham |
Sri-haramukuta-pada-miile mohanda-mathikayam srimat-sir-aurel-stain-mahasaya-
samskarana-samsobhitayam citritam idam patram ||

nivedako
bhavat-krpa-patram
nityanandasastri
(Srinagara-vastavyah)

(jivadbhih kim na drsyate ||)

English translation of the same:

21-8-1921
The venerable Sarada is our refuge!

Let your honor, Dr. J. Ph. Vogel, who is to be reckoned as the foremost among
all the learned, fully content in the magnificence of his own mind, who is like
the moon to the cakora birds?! that are the minds of the multitudes of his own
dear friends, who is the best of the sahibs, accept the multitudes of blessings
sent — with modesty, with affection, with praise — by Nityanand Shastri
from the venerable Pravarapura (= Srinagar),”? and be very much successful
in his undertakings!

20. kada+cit+ srimatam after correction; kadacchrimatam before correction.

21. The cakora bird is poetically compared to the eye (here: the mind) drinking in
the nectar of a moon-like face because the partridge is supposed to subsist on
moonbeams (MONIER-WILLIAMS 1899, s.v.).

22. Pravarapura is the old Sanskrit name for Srinagar.
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Having received through the lotus hand of the venerable Sir Aurel
Stein,?? the best of the noble ones, the kind letter®* sent with the greatest
affection by you, great delight arose in my mind.

For the abundant welfare of your honor, in every respect, I beseech the
lotus feet of the venerable goddess Sarada!

Here, for now, everything is as it should be, in every respect, by God’s
kindness. And I am carrying out work at the college of Sri Pratapa (S. P.
College).?> 1 am grateful for the kindness and recollection of your honor. If
fate should be kind, for certain at some time I shall be able to satisfy my eyes
with the grace of the splendid sight of your honor. Such is my hope.

Otherwise, everything is fine.

This letter was composed at the foot of the venerable Haramukuta (Hara’s
Crown) at the camp in Mohanda,?® which is adorned by the magnanimous
arrangements of the noble Sir Aurel Stein.

The correspondent,
worthy of your kindness,
Nityanand Shastri
(resident in Shrinagar)

What is not seen by living beings??’

23. The Hungarian-born Aurel Stein became a British citizen in 1904; he was
appointed Companion of the Order of the Indian Empire in 1910 and promoted
to Knight Commander of the Order of the Indian Empire in 1912, after which
he was addressed as Sir Aurel Stein.

24. 1 take patra in the sense of patra. In another letter (dated 3-5-10), Nityanand
Shastri uses the expression srimatkrpapatram avalokya.

25. Nityanand Shastri was appointed professor of Sanskrit at Sri Pratap college in 1916.

26. Haramukuta is Mount Haramukh. Mohanda is the famous Mohanda Marga, the
green meadow in the Sindh Valley in North Kashmir where Aurel Stein spent
most of his time in Kashmir (PANDITA 2004). I have rendered mathika as ‘camp’,
as this is how Stein always refers to it in his letters. In a note on Aurel Stein in
the Leiden archives (folder 4), Vogel writes: “From the time he came first out to
India Stein has been accustomed to spend his summer vacations in Kashmir. To
avoid the heat which in the Valley can be trying he patches his tents on a marg
(Alp) called Mohan Marg which is really on a spur of the Haramukh mountain.”
See also the accompanying letter by Aurel Stein, reproduced below.

27. S. N. Pandita (e-mail correspondence, 3/1/2024) has suggested to me that this
line in the margin might refer to the fact that although God is by nature invisible,
Lord Siva may be seen at his Himalayan mountain abode Haramukuta.
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Accompanying letter in English by Aurel Stein:?®

Mohand Marg: Aug.21. 1921
(Address: Srinagar)

My dear Vogel,

Just a line of warm greetings to accompany the enclosed from Nityanand who
came up yesterday on a brief visit to my mountain top and wished to put the
tribute of his thanks at your feet under the inspiration of Mount Haramukh
which presides over my alpine abode. I enclose two little photos of it for Mrs.
Vogel’s kind acceptance.

I am well & v. busy with completing the Memoir on my Turkesthan-Kansu
maps.?® I hope, my recent full letter safely reached you.

With kindest regards and all good wishes for you both.

Yours ever

A.

The Sanskrit Epistolary Tradition

To what extent did pandits such as Nityanand continue an earlier and
existing Sanskrit epistolary tradition in their correspondence with their
European and American colleagues, keeping it alive into the modern
period — or was it a reinvention of tradition? A side remark made by
Aurel Stein in his monumental work on ancient Khotan may be relevant
in this connection. Discussing the phraseology of early Kharostht
documents from the southern oases of the Tarim Basin, dating to ca.
the third to fourth centuries CE, he makes the following interesting
observation: “The often-recurring introductory formulas, with their
stereotyped greetings, elaborately constructed honorific addresses, and
polite inquiries after the health and spiritual welfare of the addressees
— the whole corresponding to the verbiage which Anglo-Indian custom
in the reproduction of vernacular documents curtly disposes of as ‘after
compliments’ — possess a distinct flavour of that quaint phraseology
which Sanskrit epistolary style has always affected, and to which the

28. Leiden University Libraries, Special Collections, Or. 26.811, box 18, folder 54,
no. 81.
29. See STEIN 1923.
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correspondence of my Kashmirian Pandit friends has accustomed me”
(STEIN 1907, 366). The documents referred to here by Stein are personal
letters written on tablets in KharosthT script in a form of Prakrit — known
as ‘Niya Prakrit’, after the site where the documents were found — but
the parallels in terminology and phraseology are strong enough to suggest
the existence of a continuous, stable epistolary tradition stretching back
across the centuries. The complimentary introductions to the letters,
which show an “endeavour to use Sanskrit”, are especially revealing. Stein
quotes several striking examples of the shared phraseology encountered
in these letters from ancient Khotan: “Priyadarsana ‘whose sight is dear’,
privadevamanusya ‘who is dear to gods and men’, devamanusyasampiijita
‘honoured by gods and men’, sunamaparikirtita ‘“whose good name is far-
famed,” belong to the regular stock of honorific addresses” (STEIN 1907,
366-367, n.17). Similar complimentary phraseology appears in the
introductory paragraphs of the letters written by Nityanand Shastri and J.
Ph. Vogel. The main difference being that, if anything, the honorific terms
of address have expanded to huge proportions, including multi-member
compounds that reflect the influence of the courtly poetic style of Kavya.
The subject of Sanskrit letter-writing in the modern period has received
hardly any attention, let alone been systematically studied or addressed.
Though there is evidence for a tradition of Sanskrit letter-writing that
remained in practice into the modern period, very little work has been
done on the phenomenon, making it hard to contextualize or collect data
on it. A good example is furnished by a remarkable collection of Sanskrit
letters and related documents from the colonial period in the Oriental
Collection at the National Archives of India (SEN & MISHRA 1951). These
papers all stem from the period of the East India Company’s rule (1757—
1858). As the editors observe regarding the choice of language in these
letters: “Hindu princes belonging to different parts of the country and
speaking different vernaculars found in Sanskrit a suitable and convenient
medium for diplomatic correspondence in the last decades of the
seventeenth century and donatory grants and inscriptions still continued
to be made in the language which seems to have gained in sanctity by lapse
of time. These documents go a long way to prove, if any proof is needed,
that Sanskrit still served to furnish a linguist bond among the Hindus
of India” (SEN & MISHRA 1951, 1). Most of the letters included in this
collection, however, are joint petitions and legal statements on aspects of
Indian law written in Sanskrit.’® There are hardly any personal letters that

30. For examples of diplomatic letters written in other South Asian languages, see
CUBELIC, MICHAELS, & ZOTTER 2018.
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reflect the affective relations encountered in the correspondence between
Nityanand and Vogel. There may be good reason for this, as Somak Biswas
mentions in his study of (English) letter-writing between Indian gurus
and their Western disciples in the same time period: “The rationalizing
of postal communication, while introducing new forms of letter-writing,
transformed pre-colonial forms as well. Of particular importance was the
emergence of the personal letter and the ways it changed conventions and
meanings around letter-writing practices for the English-educated Indian
elite” (Biswas 2023, 26).%! Vogel and Nityanand’s correspondence would
seem to reflect this change.

While letters are referred to every now and then in Sanskrit literary works,
the primary evidence for an epistolary tradition in Sanskrit comes from
manuals that give prescriptions for the composition of letters, detailing them
in accordance with the relationship that exists between the author of the letter
and the addressee.’? The oldest testimony is Arthasastra 2.10 ($asanadhikara
“Topic of Decrees’), a section in Kautilya’s ancient manual on statecraft
that gives guidance on drafting documents on behalf of the king. It shows
established conventions that remained in place for centuries, for example in
Arthasastra 2.10.5: “Having examined closely the caste, family, position, age,
learning, profession, accomplishments, character, place, time, and marriage
relationships with respect to the task, he should compose the document
appropriate for the individual concerned” (OLIVELLE 2013, 119). This passage
stresses the importance of first establishing the precise relations and contexts
connected to the composition of the letter in question. It is only from the
fifteenth century onward that we come across manuals that are dedicated
entirely to the subject of epistolography, the art and science of letter-writing
(BANERI 1958). Among the most well-known works are the Likhanavalt
of Vidyapati, from Mithila (JHA 2019, 83—132); the Lekhanapaddhati, from
Gujarat (STRAUCH 2002; PRASAD 2007); and the Patrakaumudi of Vararuci
(BANERJT 1960). Also worthy of note, among English-language sources, is
the section on letter-writing in V. S. Apte’s The Student’s Guide to Sanskrit

31. See also OrSINI 2006, on love letters in South Asia, drawing on Persian, Urdu,
Hindi, and English manuals and letters.

32. Though generally not written in Sanskrit, reference should be made here to
the formal letters of invitation (vijiiaptipatra) sent by members of the Jain
community, of which several late medieval and early modern examples survive
(SASTRI 1942; JINAVIIAYA 1960; PRAIAPATI 2022). Note also the remarkable set
of letters exchanged between the Jain monk Vijayendra Siri (1881-1957 CE)
and several Western scholars (VIRA 1959).
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Composition (APTE 1925, 268-76).>* What all these works have in common is
that they are organized according to the relationship between addressee and
sender and feature multiple sample letters.

Some of the typical honorific terms of address already noted above are
taken to an extreme in the complimentary introduction of a sample letter from
Vidyapati’s Likhanavalt, written by a sovereign to a priest in Varanasi: “May
it be well. In the Vire$vara temple at Varanasi, the one whose inner being
has been purified with the ultimate wisdom of the Vedic doctrines; who has
overpowered all his senses with the yogic practice of the eight arigas [namely],
the five moral commands, $astric regulations, physical exercises, prostration
before the Sun, diet control, contemplation, concentration, and deep absorption;
to Him, of the three punishments, to that teacher—renouncer St so and so is
this letter sent [as a mark of ] hundred prostrations from the Ruler Sri so and
so from [his] capital. With the grace of Your feet and by the blessings sent [by
you], we are all well [. . .]” (translation JHA 2019, 117). Not only that, but just
like the letters of Nityanand and Vogel, the Sanskrit phrasing of this passage
shows a marked attention to decorative alliteration (see note 12 above), or what
Jha refers to as “creating a staccato if read out aloud™ “Svasti. Varanasyam
Sriviresvaramathesu vedanta-siddhanta-suddhantah-karanavrttisu yama-
niyama-asana-pranayama-pratyahara-dhyana-dharana-samadhi|. . ]” (JHA
2019, 117). While observing that such features are part and parcel of the
Kavya tradition of Sanskrit poetry, Jha wonders if they might not also reflect
the influence of the Persian “rhymed prose” known as saj’, since a Persian
epistolary tradition in the form of written handbooks had already been
established in Persian long before the composition of the Likhanavalt (JHA
2019, 117-18). The question of Persian influence on Sanskrit epistolography
remains to be further investigated, although the influence of Kavya poetry
on these letters is undeniable. Similar forms of thyming prose are also found
in a series of eighteenth-century Nagshbandi letters recently discussed by

33. Apte gives the following instructive exercises for students to draft their own
Sanskrit letters: “I. A letter to your father describing your progress at school.
2. From a father to his son, sending him books and some presents. 3. To your
friend, asking him to give you the pleasure of his company at a dinner party
or some religious ceremony. 4. To a book seller requesting him to send you
the books you want. 5. To your teacher, asking for leave of absence on private
affairs. 6. To a friend, asking of him some pecuniary assistance. 7. A note to
one of your fellow students asking him to lend you his Sanskrit Grammar for a
few days. 8. From the head-master of a Pathasala to the educational officer of
the District, asking for more assistants” (APTE 1925, 276).



P. C. Bisschop : An Absence Made Present | 23

MORGAN 2023, further attesting to a well-established tradition of Persian as
well as Arabic epistolography.*

What is noteworthy in the letters discussed by Morgan is the attention
paid to sensory matters, through which letters — just like in the parallel
case of Europe in the Age of Enlightenment — “embodied the writer
and thus, on another level, functioned as a substitute for conversation, an
absence made present” (GOODMAN 1994, 143). The letters of Nityanand and
Vogel likewise include striking expressions of longing to see one another
face-to-face again, as in Vogel’s evocative imagination of Nityanand’s
presence in the land of Kashmir: “One day, through an excess of good
fortune, I may again see the beautiful country of Bharatavarsha, and in
Bharatavarsha the region of Kashmir, which is encircled by the Mountain
of Snow (Himagiri), and in the land of Kashmir Srinagar, which is the
abode of the family of the venerable goddess, and there the auspicious face
of the venerable Nityanand Shastri, the best of friends, who brings eternal
delight.” Vogel’s writing in this passage perfectly embodies the advice and
ideal expressed in the quote from the Grande Encyclopédie du XIXe siécle
that serves as the title of this article. Nityanand’s reply is no less sensory in
expression: “If fate should be kind, for certain at some time I shall be able
to satisfy my own eyes with the grace of the splendid sight of your honor.”

The sensory aspects of letter-writing are a constant, not only in the
epistolary traditions of Europe and America,* but also in those of South Asia.
Emma Flatt, writing about letter-writing in Persianate courtly and scholarly
contexts, remarks that “choosing particular words and metaphors could allow
distant friends to inhabit the physically proximate practices that were thought
to be constitutive of friendship” (FLATT 2019, 209). An extreme case concerns
the Sufi networks discussed by Morgan, in which epistolography is even
considered, in certain cases, “to be superior to face-to-face companionship
as an exchange of letters might make perceptible the spiritual traces of the
writers while circumventing the sensuous materiality of bodies” (MORGAN
2023, 1009). In his study of letter-writing and Indophilia in the early twentieth
century, Somak Biswas remarks on how the expansion of networks of postal
mail in modernity enhanced the desire for reciprocity that lies at the very
basis of letter-writing and “ordered epistolary meanings of intimacy in space
and time” (Biswas 2023, 38). This certainly applies to the many expressions
of longing to see one another face-to-face found throughout Nityanand and

34. On the Islamic culture of letter-writing, see GuLLY 2008.
35. On British and American letter-writing manuals, see the work of Eve Tavor
BANNET (e.g., BANNET 2005).
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Vogel’s Sanskrit correspondence. Another important aspect of the letters is the
writers’ shared love for the landscape of Kashmir.

Language Use and Cultural Idiom

Vogel’s evocative imagination of Nityanand’s presence in the land of
Kashmir expresses a longing not only for his long-time scholar-friend, but
also for Kashmir as a puranic site where Sarada, the ancient goddess of
learning and tutelary deity of the land of Kashmir, dwells. It speaks to his
full immersion in the culture of Kashmir and a sensitivity to the locale.
As a Kashmiri, Nityanand frequently invokes the blessings of the goddess
Sarada in his letters. Long after he had left Kashmir and moved back to
the Netherlands, Vogel continued to keep a lifelong interest in different
aspects of Kashmirian culture. One of his students in Leiden, Koenraad
de Vreese, wrote his PhD on the Nilamatapurana, the Sanskrit purana that
promulgates the primordial origin and sanctity of the land of Kashmir (DE
VREESE 1936). Several of his later letters to Nityanand are concerned with
questions relating to the interpretation of passages from the Nilamatapurana
or requests for the acquisition of manuscripts of the same on behalf of his
student. It is noteworthy that the latter are written in English and are far
more mundane and straightforward than the Sanskrit letters, which hints
at a division of labor between the two languages, with Sanskrit having
a strong performative aspect, with little immediate function beyond the
exchange itself, while English is used as the language of doing business.

For example, one English letter from Vogel to Nityanand, dated 20
December 1932,36 dispenses with the honorific terms of address of the opening
paragraphs of the Sanskrit letters and commences as follows: “Please accept
my best thanks for your kind letter of 16th November and for the copy (Sarada
manuscript) of the Nilamatapurana kindly acquired by you for the sake of my
pupil, mr. K de Vreese. We are greatly obliged to you for the trouble taken
in this matter. I am sending you enclosed a cheque for Rs. 28 — in payment
of the price of the manuscript and of additional charges incurred by you for
postage, commission, etc.” (PANDITA, private collection). The change to a more
matter-of-fact tone is quite striking and is indicative of an intrinsic connection
between language use and cultural idiom. Another letter in English, written at
the time when Vogel was still based at the Archaeological Survey of India in
Lahore, illustrates this connection clearly:*

36. Letter from S. N. Pandita’s private collection.
37. Letter from S. N. Pandita’s private collection.
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Lahore 28-3-10

My dear Pandit Nityanand,

I am sending you enclosed an impression of a Sarada inscription on the
image of Kali Devi at Markula in Chamba State.

I should be very much obliged if you could help me to a Nagart transcript
and English translation of it. The language is not pure Sanskrit, but some of
the words appear to be vernacular bhasha perhaps Kashmiri.

I hope you will kindly return the impression to me when sending me a
reply.

Please remember me very kindly to my old friend Pandit Mukunda Ram
Shastri and believe me.

Yours sincerely
J Ph Vogel

Gone are the elaborate formulae. Vogel immediately gets down to business
with a direct request for a transcript and translation of the attached
inscription. It looks like Nityanand did read the inscription for Vogel, for a
description of the image along with the Nagar1 transcription was published a
year later in Vogel’s monumental Antiquities of Chamba State (VOGEL 1911,
249-51). An English translation turned out to be impossible, however, for he
adds: “The inscription is composed in very corrupt Sanskrit, so that most
of it is unintelligible” (VOGEL 1911, 250).3® These letters, then, also provide
valuable insight into the role played by Nityanand as a learned informant
and intermediary in the acquisition of Sanskrit manuscripts. As for the
latter role, a passage in one of Vogel’s Sanskrit letters to Nityanand includes
striking advice on how to acquire a manuscript he was interested in: “I
have another request. If any poor and wretched brahmin should have an old
hand-written manuscript of the Gopathabrahmana, then please acquire the
manuscript for me. I will certainly give the poor brahmin money. It would be
especially good if it is possible to find a birch-bark manuscript. Please send
the manuscript in a wooden box by tonga to the city of Simla.”®

38. Fordiscussion of a new reading and translation of this inscription, see CHANDRA
2013, 393-95. The above letter is also discussed in PANDITA 2002, 156-57.

39. Undated letter from S. N. Pandita’s private collection. The Sanskrit reads as follows:
anyad api mama prarthanam vafrjtate | yadi kasyacid daridryapiditabrahmanasya
grhe gopathabrahmananamahastalikhitapracinapustakam syat tada mamartham
tat pustakam grhaniyam | aham hi tasmai daridraya dvijottamaya daksinam
avasyam eva dasyami | yadi burjapattranirmitapustakam militum Saknoti tarhi
visesasobhanam syat | kasthamayakarandagatam tat pustakam “taka”dvara
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This letter shows Vogel’s persuasive efforts to acquire manuscripts,
including the revealing advice on how to persuade its potential owner to
part with it, namely by finding a poor brahmin and offering him money,
as well as the intriguing remark that a birch-bark manuscript — this in
contrast to a more recent and common paper manuscript — would be
especially appreciated.*® The letter must have been written at a time
when Vogel was resident in Simla, which was where the head office of
the Archaeological Survey of India was located. A photograph from the
period depicts the very moment of the arrival of the horse-drawn tonga
with mail at the post office in Simla.*!' It captures, in the most tangible
way, the materiality of texts in relation to space and time and of letters as
an absence made present. The correspondence between the two men was
dependent upon the very postal network of horse-drawn tongas referenced
in this letter.

To conclude, the question may be asked: what motivated Vogel to
correspond in Sanskrit in the first place? After all, Nityanand was perfectly
capable of communicating in English. One could argue that it is a way for
Vogel to demonstrate his erudition and learning, and this no doubt must
have played a role. However, it also reflects a genuine moment of cross-
cultural encounter between two men from very different backgrounds and
different parts of the world. While one should certainly not lose sight of the
colonial contexts and power dynamics in which Vogel operated, his ideals
of cross-cultural exchange have been remarked upon by various people
close to him.* In his attempts at continuing to uphold the affective bonds
with his teacher, it was only natural that Vogel should adopt the tropes and
idioms of the Kashmiri pandit from whom he had learned so much. More

simalanagaram presayitavyam | (vartate is my correction: Vogel initially wrote
vateta, then corrected it to vatate, but forgot to add the repha sign). See also PANDITA
2002, 144.

40. Tt does not appear that the Gopathabrahmana manuscript in question was
acquired. GAASTRA 1919, 5 refers to Vogel’s failed attempt at acquiring a
manuscript of the Gopathabrahmana listed in the Catalogue of Sanskrit
Manuscripts of his Highness the Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir for him. He
does not mention having had access to a private copy of the text from Kashmir.

41. https:/digitalcollections.universiteitleiden.nl/view/item/80949. See also THEUNS-DE
BOER 2008, 164—65.

42. See, for example, F.D.K. Bosch’s obituary which identified Vogel’s life purpose
as promoting the increased understanding of India and the West (“Vogels
levensdoel: de toenadering van India en het Westen te bevorderen”, BoscH
1959, 358).
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work will be needed to put this into context, including studying Vogel’s
Sanskrit correspondence with other Indian pandits and that of Nityanand
with other European and American scholars at the time.*> These letters,
which have long lain neglected, provide valuable insight into epistolary
practices beyond the Anglophone world and can contribute to appreciating
the long-distance networks of Kashmiri pandits and Western scholars
cooperating in the production of knowledge about ancient India.

In an increasingly digitally connected world, these letters also remind
us of the material conditions of communication in the not-so-distant
past. They are mobile artifacts of a world of distant communication. As
has been discussed above, a common trope encountered in traditions
of epistolography around the world is the ability of letters to bridge the
distance between correspondents removed in space. Their materiality,
which includes the writing in the author’s own hand, makes an absence
present, and thus the letters can be considered an embodiment of the
correspondent. The materiality of the letters navigates a separation in
distance and brings the correspondent in person before one’s eyes (saksat,
as one would say in Sanskrit).

Leiden University
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