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THE COMMENTARY LITERATURE

1. Commentary :

The word tllca is derived from the root tfk ‘go move.’ Tfka, therefore, 

means “that which goes to, which takes one to (the meaning of the work)”. 

Sabdakalpadruma defines it: “tlkyate gamyate pravisyate jnayate va'naya /

tik + ghanarthe kah / tap ca /vivarana-granthah /” Jika is a work of

explanation. By it, the meaning of the original book is explained, understood, 

is entered into or is known. The tenn is derived by adding the suffixes kah (in

the sense of ghan) and tap to the root tik. Vacaspatyam explains almost in 

the same words, but adds: in a type of works which explains (only) difficult 

words (of the original). According to Rajashekhara: lika ‘commentary’ is that

which explains the meaning (of the text) as for as possible. Abhinava says: 

That is commentary in which the meaning of the text is explained, is 

understood, is cleverly made appropriate to move into the heart (of 
connoiseurs or scholars). 4 Hemachandra remarks: Jika is a continuous 

explanation, that which comments on or explains the meanings, smooth or 
difficult, continuously. 5 Nyayakosa elaborates it as follows: revealing the

author’s intended meaning in other (than the author’s) words, by removing 

non-comprehension, contrary-comprehension, other wise comprehension 
etc.6

2. Functions of Commentary

1. Construe of the verse

2. Gives meaning of each word by synonyms
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3. Resolves compounds and explains individual words, explains 

grammatical formation and quotes from authorities,

4. Supplies lacunae

5. Brings out inner meaning

6. Gives comparisons

7. Discusses and gives preference for readings

8. Offers an overall view or criticism

9. Gives quotations which when identified show the upper time limit 

of the commentator.

3. Different Types of Commentaries:

Commentary can be of various types. They are: vyakhya, nirukta, vrtti, 

vartilca, bhasya, tllca, pahjika, curni, avacumi, nirukti, vivarana, vivrti, 

tippani, dipika, tilaka, chaya, paryaya, tippanika, phakkika, balabodha, aloka 

etc. Many other names of commentaries except these are available in Kosa

etc. but probably they were not in practice. It is likely that most of them may 

even be only synonyms of some or the other types mentioned above.

The word tika ‘commentary’ is a common term for all these types, it is

a sort of generic term. However, the different type-names indicate (or are

supposed to indicate) some peculiar characteristic of that commentary. Thus
_7for example, vyakhya explains the idea of the text by illustration, counter

illustration and even bringing out of implied meanings. Vyakhyana means 

explaining point by point. Vyakhya explains every word of text

grammatically and explains and elaborates upon the meaning of the text. 

Many such learned commentaries like those of stalwarts like Abhinava, 

Bhaskaracharya. etc. adorn the Sanskrit scientific literature. Nirukta is
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supposed to explain the meaning of the text by first separating the words and 

then showing grammatical and etymological formations of each of them. 
Vrlli 9can not be clearly defined but it aims explaining the meaning by other

words (or the same meaning in other words). It is different from nirukta and 

shorter than vyakhya.

Vartika0 shows the purpose of the topic, its importance in the entire

work, and even brings out unsaid things. Bhasya sets and refutes counter

-12arguments, and expands the meaning. Pahjika analyses and explains the

meanings of difficult words only. Cumi is almost synonymous with vrtti.

Tippani^is generally a super commentary i.e. a commentary upon a

15 16commentary. Vivarana means word-analysis. Nirukti, mostly written on

_ i7 _Prakrit words, clarifies the exact meaning of the text. Phakkika is a nyaya- 

related definition.

There are terms like vivarana, vivrtivyakhya, chumi, avacurni, dipika

etc. in use, but they are only synonymous of one or the other of the types of 

commentary mentioned above.

Many of these terms are found employed in Vedic literature and often 

in the same meaning. For example, the root vi + a + khya is used in the

Rgveda in various contexts, as in “jato yadagne bhuvana vyakhyah”, “vi

18suvarno antariksani akhyata, / Astau vi akhyata kakubhah prthivyah

MaitrayanI Samhita uses the root in the sense of explanation; vide - 

“kesinam vaidarbhya gandharvapsaraso'prcchan x x x anga no yajna 

vyacaksa id tebhyo yajna vyacasta/ ” (Here the Gandharvas and Apsarases



ask Kesin of Vidarbha, indeed! explain the sacrifice to us. He, therefore, 

explained the sacrifice to them). Commenting upon the words s'iksam 

vyakhyasamah in TaittirTya UpanisacP. Shankaracharya comments:

“vyakhyasamo vi spastam a samanlal kalhayisyamah / caksinah 

khyanadistasya vyahpurvasya vyaktavakvannana etad’rupam/ According 

to Shankaracharya, therefore, the root vi + a + caks means ‘explain.5 

Similarly, the term nirukta occurs in the sense of repetition in the Brahmana 

Literature. Tandy a Mahabrahmana explaining the meaning of gayatram says: 

"etadvai gayatrasya Icruram yan niruktamP' Vide Kausitaki Brahmana 3 and 

Satapatha Brahmana. In Chandogya Upanisad it is used in the context of

etymological explaination. “sa va esa atma hrdi tasya etad eva niruktam 

hrdyam iti tasmad hrdayam/ The term bhasya is first mentioned probably 

in the title Mahabhasya of Patanjali. In various Kosas like Amarakosa, 

VaijayantJ, Abhidhanaratnanmla, KoSakalpadru, terms like tika, pahjika, 

curni, bhasya, vrtti, nirukta, vivarana, vartika, paddhati, samiksa, karika, 

vyakhya, tippana etc. are explained, as already seen before.

The beginning of the vast commentary literature in Sanskrit can be 

traced to the Brahmanical literature. Brahmanas aim at viniyoga ‘application’

of a mantra to a ritual. They give verbal meaning of the words of mantra and 

they explain it and elaborate upon it. Particularly Satapatha Brahmana not 

only does all this but even attempts -at the dedicatory and spiritual 

interpretations of those mantras. These have developed into Aranyakas and

then into Upanisads. On the other hand, nirukta only aims at etymological 

and semantic explanations mainly of difficult or obsolete or anomalous
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words. This method seems to have further developed into Patanjali’s 

Mahabhasya, and then into various sastraic commentaries.

These commentaries reveal certain apparent characteristics. They are 

supposed to perform some definite functions and there are certain standard 

modes and methods to achieve them. They are: (1) Prayojana’ purpose, (2)

‘Anvaya’ construe, (3) ‘Nirvacana’ explanation/ etymology, (4) 'Pra&nottara' 

catechism/ question-answer method, (5) ‘Sanka-samadhana ’ doubt and 

resolution, (6) ‘Paramata’ refutation of rival-opponent views, (7) ‘Itivrtta' 

anecdotes, establishing the context and (8) ‘Kosa’ acting as dictionary, giving 

meanings, other words.

1) Prayojana ‘Purpose’: The commentary is generally expected to show the 

purpose of the text. For example, the Brahmam. portion of Taittiriya

Samhita shows that the mantras are employed for the ascertainment of the 

sacrificial ritual. This characteristic is not taken very seriously in Nirukta 

and Mahabhasya.

2) Anvaya ‘Construe’; In the explanations of Vedic mantras in some

Brahmanas, the different words of the mantra are given in prose order, i.e.

beginning with the subject the construction of the words goes downwards 

i.e. the verb is mentioned the last.

3) Nirvacana ‘Explanation, etymology’ : The Brahmana portions very 

often give explanation with the help of Upakhyanas i.e. stories or 

anecdotes; Nirukta also adopts this method sometimes.

4) Prasha-uttara ‘Catechism’: To explain the meaning often the method of 

catechism is employed. This method is continuously employed throughout



in the Nirukta. The catechisms are found in the commentaries like the

Mahabhasya, Vyasabhasya and Rgartbavrtti.

5) Saiiika-Samadhana ‘Doubt and Resolution’: The method of raising

doubts and resolving them removes the views contrary to those in the text 

and establishes its validity. Yet it germinates the tendency of dialectical 

discussions and striking at the weak points of the author.

6) Paramata ‘Refutation of rival-opponent views’: The views of the rivals 

are also mentioned in some places in the Vedic and Vedanngic texts. Such

views are often mentioned with the names of the rivals, their views are 

given in details and refuted vehemently.

7) Itivrtta ‘Anecdotes’: Anecdotes corroborating the context are also 

mentioned often in the Brahmanas like Satapatha Brahmana, Nirukta etc.

They are important for the treasures of our folk-lore and often for their 

historical value.

8) Kosa ‘Dictionary’: Nighantu collects groups of words having the same 

meaning. This is also seen in some places of Nirukta. These are the oldest 

specimens of Ansa-literature. Many Kosas are quoted or referred to later 

in the commentaries of classical literary works, particularly Mahakavyas.

Of course most of these characteristics are more apparent in 

commentaries on scientific literature. The commentary should show the 

purpose either of writing the work (which is commented upon) or of writing 

this commentary.. This is necessary to establish the validity of the efforts 

undertaken. The main purpose of writing a commentary is to explain the 

arguments (in scientific literature) or poetic beauties in creative literature. 

Therefore explanation and appreciation are the basic principles of a good 

commentary. It is supposed to bring out the hidden delights of a piece of



literature. Thus, the commentaries achieve a number of tilings: First,” it 

construes the verses. in a prose order, thus simplifying the process of 

comprehension. Then it generally explains the meaning of each word, often 

with the help of synonyms, grammar and etymology. It also narrates the story 

referred to passing by narrating the relevant details. It often correlates the
j

literature text with the saslraic theories and corroborates its viewpoints by

1/

quoting from saslraic texts.
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