What follows are several passages by Keshavdas (fl. 1600), who is celebrated as the first “riti” or courtly poet from the Braj literary tradition. Keshavdas theorizes the practice of “nakh-shikh” and “shikh-nakh.” He also employs the literary device in a variety of styles and registers. I have chosen four passages for the group’s consideration.

Passage one, from the Kavipriya 

The Kavipriya (Handbood for poets, 1601) is a textbook that outlines various principles of composition. Chapter fifteen takes up two major topics, one of which is nakh-shikh. This five-verse introduction to the chapter illustrates the idea that gods should be described from “head to toe” (nakh-shikh), whereas for mortals one should begin with the head (shikh-nakh). Keshavdas strictly adheres to this principle here and in all his other writings.

Chapter fifteen

Regarding toe to head description:

1. I have described the limbs of poetry—brilliant as the sun.

Now I will describe a woman’s every limb, according to my capacity.

2. Pandits of old have said everything there is to know about a woman’s body. I will expound on all the various parts using similes.

3. Keshavdas says, 

Seeing the beauty of a goddess one should describe her from toe to head.

But a mortal woman should be described differently: from head to toe.

4. They say that the god of all the world’s gods and goddesses is the glorious Hari. Know Hari’s favorite goddess to be the glorious Radhika.

5. And the limbs of the lord of the three worlds are adorned with her ornaments. The poet Keshavdas will describe them (i.e. the ornaments) on her every limb.

Keshavdas then continues with a long (too long for us to read in our workshop) explanation of how to compose a nakh-shikh, combining the explanation with elaborate verses that construct a toe to head description of Radha.

Passage two, from the Virsimhdevcarit 

The Virsimhdevcarit (Deeds of Bir Singh, 1607) is a remarkable work of mahakavya (court epic) about Bir Singh Deo Bundela, who was ruler of Orcha and one of Keshavdas’s most important patrons.  A spectacularly long work of 33 cantos, it is the first major kavya work to be composed in Braj rather than Sanskrit. The Virsimhdevcarit is a lengthy and detailed account, sometimes quite factual and at other times highly aestheticized, of the glories of Bir Singh’s realm and his reign.

Passage two is a mini nakh-shikh (as we can see from the Kavipriya, the distinction between nakh-shikh and shikh-nakh  mattered to Keshavdas) of Vishnu. It is taken from chapter sixteen where the central activity is King Bir Singh’s darshan at Orcha’s Chaturbhuj (“four-armed,” i.e. Vishnu) temple.

29. The upper portion of (Vishnu’s) foot was dark, the sole red—so describes Keshavdas in his extensive wisdom.
 It was as though the waters of the Sarasvati and the Yamuna came together to worship Chaturbhuj’s feet with deep devotion.

30. He wore anklets of diamonds and gems, and the border of his white silk garment was studded with jewels. The toenails of Vishnu’s feet glittered with bright light, resembling drops of Ganges water.

31. A garland of large pearls glistens on his chest, bright like the hearts of holy men (or, perhaps, as the Hindi translator suggests, the necklace fixes itself in devotees’ hearts just as Vishnu dwells in holy men’s hearts). He wears a beautiful pearl necklace—these are all like the accoutrements (parivaru?) described in the Vedas.

32. (His chest is also marked with) the footprint of Sage Bhrigu. It is a storehouse of beauty, a bloom from the lotus-pond of Lakshmi. Around his waist is a splendid belt made of little bells—the inset pearls radiating an intense glow.

33. His forehead is streaked with sandalwood; he wears a white turban, and earrings of pearl adorn him. A man of corrupt heart sees him and becomes pure. He seems to have emerged from the milk ocean. Above his head is an umbrella with its base of emerald. It looks like a full lotus complete with stalk.

34. How can Keshavdas describe Chaturbhuj? His mind freezes up, for it is Chaturbhuj’s luster that brings luster to the whole world.

35. Then the prince (Bir Singh Deo) bowed to the idol and, taking a tour of the city, went to the Bazaar.

Thus ends the sixteenth chapter of Virsimhdevcarit, entitled “taking darshan at the Chaturbhuj temple.”

Passage three, from the Virsimhdevcarit 

Here is a shikh-nakh from chapter twenty-two. King Bir Singh Deo along with two companions (Dana and Lobha, the personified traits of generosity and greed, respectively) visit a royal pleasure garden and sing the praises of the queens.

50. All three men gathered their wits about them and began to describe their (the women’s) entire bodies: their hair was long, soft, fine, dark, neat (sumil?) and beautiful.

51. It shimmered with an intense shine, and gave off a beautiful scent; the king’s heart was enslaved upon seeing it. Their braids had been woven meticulously, resembling a sword in the hand of King Beauty.

52. Are these braids swords to protect the lover’s affection, warding off that rival deceit? Or are they pleasing rivers of passion, carrying off in their streams all disloyal acts?

53. Or are these braids—woven together with golden ornaments
— staircases to the realm of passion? Or carpets designed to welcome love?

54. The splendour of the women’s parts
 multiplies in the heart, like lightning flashing amidst storm clouds. The vermilion-filled parts are very beautiful, topped with a string of pearls.

55. It is as though the Ganges and Sarasvati rivers have united and burst forth from the Yamuna waters.
 Their heads are adorned with gem-encrusted ornaments, and their parts with splendid jewelry.

56. Woven into their braids are the finest garlands; in the middle of their foreheads are Bindis made of rubies and gemstones. (The twelve hair ornaments
) are a source of light in a city of darkness—as though (their hair were being) graced by twelve suns.

57. Their eyebrows are crooked, and filled with expression. The rubies on their foreheads sparkle intensely. Two decorative lines of musk add further splendour.

58. (These decorative musk-lines appear) like the much-acclaimed Yamuna’s (equivalent to the women’s black eyebrows’) hands reaching out to touch her father (the ruby forehead ornament/Yamuna’s father the sun). The queens’ eyes are like instruments in the hands of Kamadeva whose arms are poised to launch enchanting spells.
 

59. The splendour of their pearl-adorned noses enchants the whole world. Their beauty offers up a ritual lamp to the (red) forehead ornament, as though performing sun worship.

60. The eyes are greedy for these nose-pearls that look like stars at sunrise (again, factoring in the red forehead ornament), or flowers in a vine of bliss, scented like the moon’s nectar.

61. Their perfect, round, fair cheeks are delicately molded with beauty and playfulness. They are spectacularly beautiful, an oasis to the eyes.

62. Behold their ears bedecked with ornaments—they look like the sun’s one-wheeled chariot. Their dangling earrings sparkle, fluttering like golden banners.

63. And their ruby ear ornaments are basked in luminous beauty, as though the sun rose in a fit of anger. Their teeth look rosy from the redness of their lips—seeing them the pomegranate felt ashamed.

64. Their red-tinted teeth are a kind of jeweled twilight worship, or perhaps a prayer by Brahmins to Sarasvati.
 The entire garden became permeated with the fragrance of their breath, turning into a sandalwood grove.

65. Their sweet smiles are like a captivating vine, their speech a cascade of flowers. Their speech enchants the hearts of even sages. Sarasvati heard it and copied the sounds on her Vina.

66. Shiny curls dangle from their foreheads, bathed in a fine black radiance. The black night of their hair was favored by the light from the lamp-like nose pearl.

67. The light of the nose-lamp increased as it burned through the wick-like curl. The curl extended like a dark ornament. It’s as though a black silken thread was dangling from the sun’s chariot (i.e. the red forehead ornament) for the benefit of Venus.

68. In the statue like beauty (of their faces?) were bright eyes drenched in feeling. Their pupils were like performers holding sticks to make love dance, monkey-like, before the king.

69. A woman’s moonface should be considered much bigger than the moon in the sky because Brahma deliberately gave it four times as many skills.
 

70. This verse is a complex Shlesha, which can be read in two separate ways: one a celebration of the lotus-faces of the women; the other a panegyric to king Bir Singh Deo. Translations of such verses are hopelessly difficult, but here is a rough attempt:

Reading one (mukha-kamala-paksha) 

God gave them the strength of a stalk, petals, the moon,


The sun’s heat, and a powerful family association.

Keshavdas says, they associate with geese, and derive strength from their calyx.


How can their difficult-to reach water be praised enough?

They have a pleasant fragrance, they have the strength of Brahma and the moon. 


Every second the force of the sun preserves their luster.

Thinking the lotuses powerless the faces of these women came and stole away their luster. 

Reading two (Virsimhadeva paksha)

God gave Bir Singh Deo judicial force, an army, Brahmins,


A strong force of austerity, as well as the strength of lineage.

Keshavdas says, he associates with holy men, and has a rich treasure.


How can his moat be praised enough?

He has a pleasant residence, the strength of moral injunctions, and good fortune.


Every second his allies protect his royal luster.

71. Seeing the faces of these beauties the full moon feels ashamed and hides its face in the clouds, the ocean, or Shiva’s trident.

72. Their necks are lustrous, some in red or gold (jewelry), others in white or black.

It’s as though the entire musical canon has taken up residence in their throats in order to learn the art of singing.

73. The city of gods, like the city of Vishnu,(?) is unhappy seeing the lustre of their necks adorned with pearl necklaces. Their necks are captivating—with their nicely rounded shape, their gentle sounds and ornaments.

74. Poets speak of arms by drawing on the beauty of poetic conventions (?).
 The royal women gather up fresh newly hued Ashoka leaves in them.

75. Look, Dana
, protector of the poor: as they pluck flowers their hands grow weary. Look at the attractive rings on their beautiful fingers—they are exceedingly splendid with jewels and gold.

76. It is as though these beautiful women took into their hands the lustre of royalty itself. And their breasts are extremely beautiful and ample—like lotuses in a pool of beauty.

77. It is as though kindly Youth fashioned pitchers
 for the coronation of Prince Passion, filling them with a water fashioned of total beauty, or a mound of bewitching powder.

78. There’s a row of downy hair (on their bellies) like a captivating
 and beautiful vine that bears the fruit of their breasts, in which all the world’s splendour is concentrated.

79. The line of down is very fine and beautiful. Dana
 used up all the similes trying to describe it. It is like a pure love line shining with supreme radiance.

80. Vamana desired the capture of only one Bali when he encompassed the splendour of the three worlds with his strides. These women accomplished three times as much with the three lines (tri-bali) 
 of their waists, which were bathed in the beauty of the nine continents.

81. Their hips have become very heavy, having stolen all the waists’ substance. And so the existence of their waists cannot be made out, just as truth and untruth cannot be discerned in the world. 

82. Their thighs are beautiful, radiant, rounded and smooth. It is as though they figured out that childhood has given way to youth, and the women’s hearts are now filled with desire. 

83. Their attractive heels are the source of their beauty, and cannot be touched with sharp glances. Their feet are decorated with lovely Henna, and the noble Dana describes them like this:

84. “Know this pleasure grove to be a harsh place, and so the ladies have put on ruby-slippers (=Henna). The community of poets exhausts itself describing the fresh beauty of their feet. These feet are like a place for the lover’s heart to sit.”

85. Jeweled anklets adorn their feet like splendid instruments of victory. Their foot ornaments are a storehouse of beauty, like a set of stairs to enter the house of passion.

Passage four, from the Virsimhdevcarit 

This is an unusual use of the shikh-nakh motif from chapter eight. At the outset of a battle the honour of Raj Singh, the commander of the Mughal contingent against which Bir Singh Deo wages war, is described as a Padmini nayika
 whose various limbs are constituted by a range of Kshatriya clans. Bir Singh is then described (also with a mini shikh-nakh) as this bride’s groom!

14. The two army forces prepared for battle, and many gods’ chariots gathered in the sky (to look on). The honour of Raj Singh was a lotus-like woman. Like a new bride she was a storehouse of virtues and joys.

15. The entire Shisodia clan was her beautiful head, the Bargujars her excellent speech. The Solankis were the ornament upon her ear, the Chauhans the splendour of her eyes.

16. They say the Bhadauriyas were her ornamented forehead; The Bhati kings made a gift of eyebrows. The Kachvaha lineage was her adorned cheek, the Naishadha kings her unequalled nose.

17. The Hada clan was her toothy smile; the Baiswaris her pan; the Banaphars its scent. The desert Kshatriyas were her face; her chin the Chandelas; her neck the Gaudas and her pretty arms the Baghelas.

18. The Kanaujiyas were her beautiful bodice; think of the Karachulis as her firm breasts. The supremely clever Pavaiyas were her hands; the lion-like kings her freshly manicured fingernails.

19. The Kosala kings were her waist; the Yadavas her two thighs. The Kaikeyas were said to be her shoot-like feet. The Tomars were love, and the Pariharas her heart. The Rathores were her garment, and the Pamars her beauty.

20. Those Gujaras were her extremely beautiful gait; they say the rest of the kings were her seductive gestures. Keshavdas Maru was a girlfriend to give her joy. Know that Damodara was her servant.

21. Raj Singh’s honour was an incredibly beautiful, lotus-like bride.

Her groom was Bir Singh Deo, the clever son of Madhukar Shah.

22. His head was the self-born (Brahma); they say his ears were Kubera. His beautiful forehead was considered fortune-filled. His neck was said to be bull-like, and his voice the roar of thunder clouds.

23-24. They say his arms were as powerful as the goddess. And his very liberal heart was like you (i.e. like Dana—generosity); his waist had the shape of Nrsimha’s. His knees were Varuna embodied, and his beauty like Karttikeya (or: in the opinion of the translator, like the Ashvins.). His hands and feet were like lotuses…

� This is a highly immodest statement! Perhaps the poet means that one would need an extensive intelligence (buddhi Vishal) to describe god. Compare the sentiment expressed in 16.34.


� The exact meaning of Kancana-patra (“gold leaf”) is slightly obscure here. The Hindi translator’s note on the top of p. 427 mentions eight gold leaves that are woven into a woman’s braid. These seem to be part of a canonical set of twelve hair ornaments.


� P̠āṭī seems to mean the sections of black hair on either side of the part.


� This conceit is predicated on the idea that the Ganges is white in colour, the Sarasvati red, and the Yamuna black.


� See the Hindi explanation at the top of page 427.


� This is a complicated set of images, which I may or may not have parsed correctly. I am picturing Kamadeva’s (Maina’s) arms lifted and ready to shoot out the flower-arrows for which he is famous. (Additionally, women’s eyebrows are often said to be bows that launch arrow-glances…)


� These images depend on particular poetic conventions. Teeth are “dvija” or twice-born, and the same word is used for Brahmans. The goddess Sarasvati is associated with the colour red.


� The images here and in the next verse are quite convoluted, and I am not sure I have figured out exactly what the poet is trying to say.


� There is a play on the word “kalā,” which means segment of the moon (of which there are said to be sixteen) as well as “art,” of which there are said to be sixty-four (in the Kamasutra, etc.).


� I am really not sure about the first quarter of this verse. In the third and fourth quarters are puns on “sabda-nivant,” “subritta” and “alankaramaya,” which in addition to their literal meanings also refer to poetry/song compositions (“filled with words,” “well-metered” and “possessing rhetorical tropes.”)


� This verse is somewhat obscure.


� Dana, the embodied character trait of generosity, is one of the main characters of the Virsimhadevacarita.


� Breasts are conventionally described as pitchers in Sanskrit and Braj literature.


� Lobha (greed) may also be a proper name. He is one of the characters in the story.


� Seen note 12.


� Again, Lobha may be a proper name. The conceit here depends on a Brajification of the Sanskrit term “tri-vali” (the three folds in a woman’s waist) into “tri-bali,” which allows the comparison with Bali.


� The Padmini or lotus woman is the best of the types of women according to the Kamasutra. 







