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and interactions with, the literary culture of early India. The  volume 

 

 literary languages worked in premodern India as a whole and it pro-

they are written in”, and most generally, it is “the language of literary 
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-

ning of the Common Era and the language was cultivated as a mark-

South-East Asia (p. 9). 

Literature was foundational to the formation of the “Sanskrit 

Cosmopolis”—the supra-regional, socio-political, and cultural order 

nium CE. As the term itself suggests, this was a phenomenon that 

hinged on the Sanskrit language, and it was intrinsically connected 

to the production of “courtly literature”, . However, Ollett under-

-

tion that kavva

to conform to modern categories of language theory. This gives rise 

deployed as cultural products all along” (p. 22). Ollett is not in favour 

of creation was part and parcel of the greater emergence of a set of 

(1st c. BCE–3rd c. CE). 

following chapters. In Chapter Two, he provides the reader with a pen-
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-

dharma and , 

as well as the Vedic rituals of and  play a central 

-

 

ojas -

Ollett then discusses a roughly contemporaneous counter- practice 

-

-

mon Era and that these choices had lasting effects on the  political and 

 cultural discourse.

the language of power 

-

“hand-in-hand” with Brahmanization, pointing out that the early Brah-

minical society had never expressed itself as a or cultural 

Ollett challenges the role of Sanskrit as a legitimizing agent and 

questions the importance of Sanskritization in creating a  language of 

politics. He points to the contradictions which arise when one links 

 Sanskritization to the Brahmanization of cultural discourse. He writes 

-
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ways in which these roles redetermined the languages that occupied 

them” (p. 48). In the conclusion to Chapter Two, Ollett also proposes 

 features” (p. 48). 

 and the “Jain”  

(p. 51). In presenting his vision of the interconnected and multi-lingual 

emergence of poetic language in India, Ollett coins the phrase “

movement” which he understands as “a cultural-political formation, 

lasting roughly from the second to the twelfth century and spreading 

over much of southern Asia, that was imagined through the universal-

izing discourses of Sanskrit” (p. 52).

emphasizes that these differences were not present in the earliest stages 

analysis of the —theories on its dating, its self-representation 

(p. 59), its literary and ideological context, and its courtliness.

The 

-

of Jain literature: its continuity with Jain teachings; the continuity 

(pp. 69–72). Ollett studies the development of literature composed in 
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-

ments, and which he refers to as, “the missing piece that links the two 

. This association, 

together with the features of the 

-

the form that it would take for more than a millennium afterwards” 

“of new discursive spheres, new genres and practices to occupy them, 

and new disciplines to regulate them” (p. 83).

with their Sanskrit counterparts (p. 85). Ollett examines various 

-

-

gives the impression of musicality (pp. 88–94). The section  Quavering 

Verses -

present and versatile  metre, which was also employed in sung 

 Inexhaustible  Collections 

 verses were poems in themselves. This allowed the majority of 
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poems to circulate promiscuously, to appear in diverse contexts, 

to mean different things to different people” (p. 110).

-

is a novel approach towards language in the Indological context, which 

tends to favour sociolinguistic methods (p. 112). Ollett outlines four 

main features of what he calls the “archetypal schema”: “the opposi-

-

ty of its distinctions” (p. 114). As he takes his readers through these 

the interconnectedness of the representations of languages in premod-

-

 

-

traditions” (p. 142).

that resist it: lost texts, fragmentary texts, poorly preserved texts, cor-

rupt texts, authorless texts, imaginary texts, mythical texts” (p. 144). 

Seven Centuries” (p. 148). Ollett launches into 
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a study of the textual history of the , emphasizing what 

-

Grammar, Metagrammar and 

the Regional

prominently with its three core categories of tatsama, tadbhava and  

-

that there could exist a “counterpractice to Sanskrit” (p. 164). 

useful and clear summary of his dense and wide-ranging work. He goes 

He proposes to analyse this complex process from multiple points of 

-

importance was “vernacularization”, in which vernacular languages 

 Sanskrit 

into Sanskrit (pp. 178–180). 

role continued to diminish, over the following centuries many com-

centers of political and intellectual power, and some were produced 
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interest in reworking and re-conceptualising the knowledge of this 

 (18th ).

However even for those of us fully aware of the existence and of 

“The Language of the Snakes” is eye-opening. Ollett does not hesitate 

to question the hitherto functioning theories and terminology connect-

and legitimization, to name a few. Instead, he provides much more 

sophisticated and thoughtful interpretations of the necessarily compli-

cated linguistic, political and cultural landscape of India in the early 

not settle for reductive answers to the most perplexing questions.


