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rivers in pañca mahākāvyas 
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Abstract  

The poets of Pañca Mahākāvy depict in their respective works, prosperous cities which were established 

on the banks of different rivers. i.e. Oṣadhiprastha, Mathurā, Māhiṣmatī, Ayodhyā, Ujjayinī, Vārāṇasī 

etc. Rivers have various kind of importance for the development of these cities. i.e. pilgrimage, which 

salvage people for sins they have commented in their lives, affluent segment of the society, any ordinary 

person to subsist on hunting are also portrayed in their literary composition. 
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Introduction 

Pañca Mahākāvyas are very popular in classical Sanskrit literature. In Pañca Mahākāvyas the 

poets are fancied prosperous cities which were developed in the bank of the rivers. The five 

Mahākāvyas are the Kumārasambhavam (KS), The Raghuvaṅśam (RV) of Kālidāsa, the 

Kirātārjunīyam (KJ) of Bhāravī, the Śiśupālavadham (SV) of Māgha and the 

Naiṣadhīyacaritam (NC) of Śrīharṣa. In these kāvyas the poets have described about very 

important cities which were well developed beside the different rivers during their times.  

 

Some famous cities 

Oṣadhiprastha 
The poets mentioned several towns which were established beside different rivers. According 

to KS (6.38) [1] the town named Oṣadhiprastha encircled by the stream of the Ganges was rich 

with medicinal herbs shining in the rampart, which was built with gems; beautiful though 

hidden. This town is situated in the Himālaya range. 

 

Mathurā 

Mathurā is the city which was established by Śatrughna according to the RV (15.28) [2]. It was 

established beside the river Kālindī i.e, Yamunā. The people of this city were rich and happy 

to the extent that it is fancied that people from the heaven came to live here to avoid crowd in 

the heaven. It is further described that this city was decked with high mansions (RV.15.29, 30)  

[3]. The antiquity of this city is known from its reference in the Mahābhāṣya of Patañjali (I, 

P.13) [4]. In connection with the prosperity of this city the Ādiparva (221.45) of the 

Mahābhārata (MBH) indicates that it was famous for having qualitative cows. 

 

Māhiṣmatī 

Beside the river Revā the RV(6.43) [5] mentions the location of the city Māhiṣmatī. The 

beautiful sight of this river can be noticed from the royal palace. This is indicated by Sunandā 

to Indumatī in her svayaṁvara. The city is so named because it had been founded by the king 

Māhiṣmat or Mucukunda (Monier William Dictionary (MWD), P.815b). This city is 

mentioned in the Udyogaparva (19.23-24,166) of the MBH. According to the Bhāgavata 

Purāṇa (BhP) (9.15.22) Śahasrārjuna imprisoned Rāvaṇa at Māhiṣmatī. 
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Ayodhyā 

The city of Ayodhyā is situated beside the river Sarayū. 

According to RV (14.28, 29) [6] Sītā Ujjayinī expressed her 

desire to pay a visit to the hermitage beside the river Gaṅgā. 

Rāma advised her to see the beauty of the city of Ayodhyā 

first. Along with Sītā, Rāma ascended the top of the royal 

palace and saw the market on both sides of the royal highway 

where shops were full of various kinds of valuable 

commodities displayed for sale. In the parks of Ayodhyā 

young connoisseurs were passing their time in pleasure (ibid, 

30) [7]. Situated in the Fyzabad district of UttaraPradesh, it is 

included as one among the seven famous holy cities according 

to the Brahmānḍa Purāṇa (BrP.4.40.91) [8]. The Atharva Veda 

(AthV. X.2.31) mentions about the city of Ayodhyā [9]. 

According to Rāmāyaṇa (Ram, 1.5.5-7) the river Sarayū 

flows through the country of Kośala. As described in the RV 

(9.1) [10]. Ayodhyā as the capital of UttaraKośala. The 

Tīrthaprakāśa of Vīramitrodaya written by Mitra Misra 

(p.496) describes it as Sāketa. According to Kane (History of 

Dharmaśātra (HDS-IV, p.736) Ayodhyā is also a place of 

pilgrimage for Jains. Some Jaina saints were born here. 

 

Vārāṇasī 

The NC (14.72) [11] mentions about the city of Vārāṇasī which 

is also known as Kāśī. It mentions that this city which is 

situated on the bank of the river Aśī is preferred by the people 

to live because of their belief that he who dies here attains 

salvation. Kāśī is a very ancient city claiming a long heritage 

of prosperity. There is hardly any city in the world that can 

claim greater antiquity, greater continuity and greater popular 

appreciation than Kāśī. Known also as Benaras, it is famous 

as a holy city for a period of at least thirty centuries. Several 

Vedic texts including the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa (SB 2.1.1) and 

the Kauśitakī Upaniṣad (KU 4.1) refer to the city of Kāśī 

which has also been mentioned in several Purāṇas. Kāśī has 

been there lauded at great length. The Skanda Purāṇa 

(SkP,Kāśī Khaṇḍa. 26.67,30.5) says that the city of Kāśī 

became famous for it sheds light on nirvāṇa (i.e. final release) 

It is unique in having indescribable refulgence. Lord Śiva 

shines forth here. The word Kāśī is derived from the root Kās 

meaning “to shine”. The Purāṇas derive the name Vārāṇasī 

from the names of two streams viz, Varaṇā and Asī which 

flow respectively on the northern and southern sides of 

Vārāṇasī. According to the Jāvālopaniṣad (JU, 2nd para) 

mentions that Varaṇā and Nāśī are the two words which join 

together to make the word Vārāṇasī, Varaṇā is so called 

because it words off all faults committed due to the sense 

organs of a person. Nāśī is so called because it destroyed all 

sins committed through the sense organs (HDS-IV. pp.618-

642). The above explanation seems to be advanced till date to 

strengthen the belief of people who seek to die in Kāśī. Many 

people from various corner of India come to Kāśī to breathe 

their last so as to attain liberation. By doing so, they 

contribute to its economy. 

 

Ujjayinī  

According to NC (11.89) [12] the friend Sarasvatī introduces 

the king of Avantī country to Damayantī in her svayaṁvara 

and in his favour she says that if Damayantī would marry him, 

she would have the opportunity to have bathing sports in the 

river Śiprā which flows beside the city of Ujjayinī. Similarly 

in the RV (6.35) [13]. Sunandā introducing the kings 

participating in the svayaṁvara of Indumatī says that in case 

she marries the king of the Avantī country she will have the 

change of enjoining the cool breeze blowing over the waves 

of the river Śiprā while she would be spending in her time in 

the pleasure garden of Ujjayinī in company with her husband. 

Sunandā also described the significance of Ujjayinī which 

become famous for the temple of Mahākāla. It is situated 

adjacent to the royal palace. In the darker half of the month 

(Kṛṣṇapakṣa), the city is special in being flooded with the 

rays of the moon residing on the crest lord Śiva (ibid, 34). The 

prosperity of the city of Ujjayinī has been clearly indicated in 

the MD (1.34) [14]. It is stated here that in the market of 

Ujjayinī the necklaces of pearls in various types with jems 

studded into them can be seen in plenty and also ornaments of 

shapphire and other valuable metals are noticed in such 

abundance that one fails to call the sea as the store of jewels 

(Ratnākara). It is fancied that all the jewels have been taken 

out from the sea to make them displayed for sale in the market 

of Ujjayinī. Hence the sea now contains water only and is 

void of jewel. In the Meghadūtam (MD, 1.37-40) the poet 

Kālidāsa describes the worship of lord Śiva in the Mahākāla 

temple and the cloud is advised to participate in the prayer 

held at the evening. In the MD (1.30) Ujjayinī is mentioned as 

Viśālā. Amarāvatī, Padmāvatī, Kuśasthalī, Kanakasṛngā, 

Kumudvatī are also the names by which Ujjayinī is famous 

according to the Bṛhannāradīya Purāṇa (BrNP, 2.78.35-36). 

According to the Brahmāṇda Purāṇa (BrP. 194.19) and the 

Liṅga Purāṇa (LiP, 1.92.7-8) Sandīpanī, the teacher of lord 

Kṛṣṇa lived here [15]. 

River sides were suitable places for establishing towns and 

cities. Some of were glorious and prosperous as it is seen 

above. Moreover several spot beside the river Gaṅgā became 

renowned by the time of these poets. The NC (15.54) [16] 

indicates that special cities of pilgrimage had emerged beside 

the river Gaṅgā which added to its renown. 

The rivers possess valuable jems. Bhāravi mentions that rivers 

originating from the Himālaya mountain carry valuable jems 

with them KJ (5.7) [17]. The NC also mentions that the bank of 

the river Tāmraparṇi stored beautiful pearls (19.21) [18].  

The poets of these five Mahākāvyas were not partial in their 

outlook. They not only narrate the choice and demand of the 

rich aristocrats and affluent segment of the society, they also 

remain conscious of the life style of the poor people who 

survived with rearing of the cows. In RV (2.26) [19]. Kālidāsa 

mentions how Nandinī was attracted toward the green grass in 

the cave of Himālaya which grew being watered by the 

waterfalls of the river Gaṅgā. The condition of Rāma during 

his exile was no better than any ordinary person to subsist on 

hunting. The vast stretch land lying beside the river Godāvarī 

was suitable for this purpose (RV.13.35) [20]. 

Boats were used to cross the rivers. Hence Kuśa crossed 

Gaṅgā by a boat (RV.16.34) [21]. Moreover Rāma observed 

that the people of Ayodhyā were crossing the river Sarayū by 

boats (RV.14.30) [22]. When boat was considered as a means 

for transport, members of the Niṣāda class earned expertise in 

rowing over the rivers across their current and earned their 

livelihood by carrying the passengers in their boat. 

Hence it appears that rivers had their contributions to 

strengthen the economic condition of the people, both rich 

and poor. 

 

Conclusion 

The poets of Pañca Mahākāvy displayed their talent in 

various discipline of knowledge in the ancient Sanskrit 

literature. Rivers are the blessing for a country like India, 

People depend on these rivers for their livelihood and 

prosperity. The cities were the centres where people can 
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carried on their business and were taking part in upholding the 

cultural heritage of this country. 
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1.27.2 (RV.9.1) (NC.14.72) 

10. efHelegjvevlejcegÊejkeÀesmeueevmeceefOeiec³e meceeefOeefpeleseqvê³e: ~ oMejLe ÒeMeMeeme 

cenejLees ³eceJeleeceJeleeb ®e OegefjefmLele: ॥ (RV.9.1). 

11. (NC.14.72) 

12. le$eevegleerjJeveJeeefmeleHeeqmJeefJeÒee efmeÒee leJeesefce&Yegpe³ee peuekesÀefuekeÀeues ~ 

Deefue²veeefve oOeleer YeefJelee Je³em³ee nem³eevegyevOejceCeer³emejes©neççm³ee ॥ 

(NC.11.89) 

13. Devesve ³etvee men HeeefLe&Jeves jcYees© keÀefáevcevemees ©ef®emles ~ 

efmeÒeelej²eefveuekeÀefcHeleemeg efJenleg&cegÐeeveHejcHejemeg ॥ (RV.6.35) 

14. nejebmleejebmlejueiegefìkeÀeved keÀesefìMe: Me±MetkeÌleer: ~ 

MemHeM³eeceevcejkeÀleceCeervegvce³etKeÒejesneved ॥ ¢<ìe ³em³eeb efJeHeefCejef®eleeved 

efyeêgceeCeeb ®e Ye²eved ~ mebue#evles meefueueefveOe³emlees³ecee$eeJeMes<ee: ॥ 

(MD.1.34) 

15. HDS.4.pp.736,815 

16. efJeMes<eleerLeQefjJe pengveefvoveer iegCewefjJeepeeefvekeÀjeieYetefcelee ~ peieece Yeei³ewefjJe 

veerefle©ppJeuewefJe&Yet<eCewmlelmeg<ecee ceneIe&leeced ॥ (NC.15.54) 

17. oOeleceekeÀefjefYe: keÀefjefYe: #elew: meceJeleejmecewjmecewmleìw: efJeefJeOekeÀeceefnlee 

ceefnleecYeme: mHegÀìmejespeJevee peJevee veoer: ॥ (KJ.5.7) 

18. leece´HeCeealeìeslHeVezceezeqkeÌlekeÌlewefjvokegÀef#epew:~ e JeOomHeOo&lejeJeCee&: ÒemeVee: 

mJeeoJemleJe ॥ (NC.19.21) 

19. Dev³esÐegjelceeveg®ejm³e YeeJeb efpe%eemeceevee cegefvenesceOesveg: ~ 

ie²eÒeHeeleevleefJe©{Me<Heb ieewjeriegjesie&»jceeefJeJesMe ॥ (RV.2.26) 

20. De$eevegieesob ce=ie³eeefveJe=Êemlej²Jeelesve efJeveerleKeso: ~ jnmlJeoglme²efve<eCCeeceætOee& 

mcejeefce Jeeveerjie=ns<eg megHle: ॥ (RV.13.35) 

21. me HetæJe&peeveeb keÀefHeuesve jes<eeÓmceeJeMes<eer ke=ÀleefJeûeneCeeced ~ 

megjeue³eÒeeeqHleefveefceÊececYem$ewñeelemeb veewuegefueleb JeJevos ॥ (RV.16.34) 

22. $eÝOoeHeCeb jepeHeLeb me HeM³eeqvJeieen³eceeveeb mej³etb ®e veewefYe:~ 

efJeueeefmeefYeM®eeO³egef<eleeefve Heewjw: HegjesHekeÀCþesHeJeveeefve jsces ॥ (RV.14.30) 

 
Select Bibliography 
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