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One of the least understood relationships in Sanskrit literary history is between poet and 
place. How did location affect a poet’s writing, and, in turn, how did his work serve to 
construct the very idea of this location? The master poets of the first millennium—as well 
as their critics in the second—offer us so little information about their provenance that 
Sanskrit kāvya seems immersed in a general air of placelessness. Sheldon Pollock has 
argued that this feeling that kāvya ‘could be anywhere’ is fundamental to a larger, 
millennium-long construction of an intellectual and aesthetic imaginary, a Sanskrit 
Cosmopolis, evoking a political-cultural ‘periphery without centre.’ Crucial evidence for 
this argument comes from Rājaśekhara Yāyāvarīya, the magnanimous poet and poetician 
who lived in early tenth-century Kannauj. It is particularly in his Kāvyamīmāṃsā, his 
“Dissertation on Poetry,” that we are given a vast and detailed gazetteer of the Indian 
subcontinent, along with vision of a pan-Indian diversity of regional linguistic modes, 
customs, and manners that together constitute the ‘geo-cultural matrix’ of Sanskrit 
literary culture. However, Rājaśekhara’s map of Sanskrit India is firmly centered on the 
city of Kannauj, and I suggest that at least for Rājaśekhara, the Sanskrit Cosmopolis does 
indeed have a centre to its periphery: the tenth-century court of the Gurjara-Pratīhāras. 
Through a reading of the Kāvyamīmāṃsā, this paper will explore the extent to which 
Rājaśekhara’s theoretical vision may have been impacted by the location in which he 
spent most of his writing career, and, conversely, how his text may have affected the 
construction of tenth-century Kannauj as a literary place—as a site of a cosmopolitan 
courtly culture that was the envy of early medieval India. 


