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Abstract: 

Śrīdhara, a non-dualist, is the renowned author of a commentary Bhāvārtha 
Dīpikā Bhāgavata Purāṇa, Ātmaprakāśa on Viṣṇu Purāṇa Subodhinīon and  
on . Though he was a non-dualist and said to be Śāṅkara  Bhagavadgītā
Vedāntin, he adopted devotion towards Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa through his 
commentaries. He brought the confluence of Advaita Vedānta and 
Vaiṣṇavism. Though it is so, Śrīdhara's standpoint is not the same as 
Rāmānuja Śrīdhara's peculiar standpoint embracing Advaita and Bhakti . 
differs from the above commentators' views.

This paper compares commentary with the commentaries of Subodhinī 
Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja to know his philosophical distinct. The scope of this 
research paper is limited to the twelfth chapter of Bhagavadgītā, which 
focuses on modes of worshipping qualified Brahman with devotion. It 
eulogizes a devotee and advises devotion appropriate to one's ability and 
psychology. 
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2.Introduction: 
1

2.1 Śrīdhara (1350-1450 C.E. ): Śrīdhara is known as the 

commentator of andBhāgavata Purān ̣a (Bh.P.), Viṣṇu Purāṇa (Vi.P.)  
Bhagavadgītā (Bh.G.). Śrīdhara belonged to the school of Śaṅkara, but his 
inclination towards bhakti of Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa makes his standpoint different 
from that of absolute monism. According to Karunakara Das, Śrīdhara was a 
disciple of Advaita preceptor Śrīrāmakṛṣṇasvāmin and the head of the 

2
Advaita maṭha in Kapilāsa, Orissa  based on inscriptional record. The author 

derives from the local sources that Śrīdhara was a devotee of the Nṛsiṁha as 
well as used to chant mantras from  and  Gopālatāpinī Atharvaveda
( ). He not only reconciled worshipping of Śaiva and Paippalāda Śākhā

3
Vaiṣṇava traditions but also adapted Śaiva and Śākta tantra.  The author 

supposes his philosophy was having reconciliation of knowledge and 
devotion i.e. . Ravi Gupta states that - 'And yet there is Jñānamiśrabhaktivāda
a commentarial play in Śrīdhara's conservative method- willingness to dance 
between opposite poles of dualism and non-dualism, to push the boundaries 
of Saṁpradāya, to dabble in emerging theories of Bhakti-rasa, to follow 

4
Bhāgavatas narratives wherever they might lead.'  For this reason, according 

to him, Śrīdhara remains a puzzle. Thus, there is ambiguity about 
Śrīdharasvāmin's philosophical standpoint.
A comparative analysis of significant verses in the commentaries of Śrīdhara, 
Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja shows the distinct Bhakti perspective of Śrīdhara. 
2.2 Bhagavadgītā: Bhagavadgītā is later than the Upaniṣadic period and 

5
before the development of philosophical systems and Sūtras . This smārta 
text is among the triple canons of Vedānta, which is vital for studying theistic 
tradition and Indian philosophy. It is the earliest exposition of the system of 

6
devotion or Ekāntika Dharma . It absorbs teachings and views from Vedas 
and Upaniṣads, mainly Iśa, Kaṭha, Muṇḍaka, Chāndogya, Śvetāśvatara and 
Mahābhārata. Bh.G. is interpreted from different perspectives by 
commentators and scholars.  
A study of commentaries on this scripture can unscramble the thoughts and 
beliefs of the commentator. Ācāryas of different schools of Vedānta interpret 
the passages according to their doctrine, with religious and philosophical 

7
aspects. Gītā Śāṅkarbhāṣya is the oldest extant commentary ; Therefore, it 
becomes a reference text for comparison.
When Arjuna had a feeling of dejection, Lord Kṛṣṇa expounded on Brahman 
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activism give the same result. To conquer the mind, He advised practising 
meditation with asceticism, knowing that all the manifested and 
unmanifested things are Brahman. Lord Kṛṣṇa revealed His cosmic form to 
Arjuna and clarified his doubt about whether the worshiper of manifested or 
unmanifested Brahman is superior. He recommended devotion according to 
the ability and psychology of a devotee. The remaining chapters enlighten 
about body and soul, threefold Modalities, the Ultimate Person, Godly-
Ungodly Assets, and threefold Faith. The eighteenth chapter concludes that 
renunciation and the sacrifice of the fruit of action lead to the liberation of a 
wise seeker. 

2.3 Bhaktiyoga Chapter in Bhagavadgītā: Bh.G. mentions the 
twelfth chapter as , in which the Lord clarifies Arjuna's doubt Bhaktiyoga
about whether worshippers of qualified Brahman or formless Brahman are 
superior. Those who contemplate on Him with devotion are superior because 
worshipping formless is extremely difficult for the embodied; however, 
worshippers of the formless also attain Him. Next, He reveals diverse ways to 
reach the Supreme Reality according to the steadiness of the devotee's mind. 
He advocates modes of attaining peace with ascending order of their 
superiority. The chapter concludes with the qualities of a devotee dear to the 
Lord.

3.Concepts of Bhakti :
Various paths of devotion prescribed by the Lord are meditation, constant 
practice of concentration of mind, performing desireless actions and 
surrendering to God with renunciation of all the fruits of actions. The 
commentarial texts of the three Ācāryas are compared based on the 
terminologies, their meaning and evaluation of philosophical and religious 
aspects. The following concepts are prominently observed in this part of 
Subodhinī commentary.

3.1 Grace of God:  While commenting on the verses explaining methods 
of devotion and characteristics of the devotee (Bh.G 12.6-13), Śrīdhara 
highlights the necessity of the grace of God to achieve the result of these 

8
paths . Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja do not emphasize it while commenting on 

these verses. However, Rāmānuja in Śrībhās ̣ya highlights the significance of 
9

the grace of God .

Śrīdhara says that the path of meditation results in knowledge by the grace of 
God. The renouncement of the fruits of his actions also leads to the final goal 
with His grace. Thus, for Śrīdhara, be it a path of meditation or renunciation of 
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fruits of the actions, God's grace is the key element to secure liberation 
effortlessly. Non-attachment to the fruit of the action and God's grace are the 
two elements that lead to the cessation of the cycle of rebirth. According to 
him, a devotee's virtues help him receive the Grace of God quickly, and he 
becomes dear to God. Bh.G. (7.14) teaches that the only way to get over the 
major obstacle standing in the way of liberation is to seek the grace of God by 

10
self-surrender . Śrīdhara describes the grace of God in a similar way as in the 

story of King Uparicara (Nārāyan ̣īya section of Mahābhārata). Uparicara's 
devotion resulted in God's grace and hence the attainment of the highest 

11
region of Brahman instantly (añjasā) . Nāradabhaktisūtra also gives equal 

importance to this factor. It states that devotion can germinate only through 
12

the grace of God, even if it is present to a slight extent . 
S.M.S. Chari discusses the antiquity of the doctrine of Prapatti and mentions 
that it was only in the post-  period it was expounded with all details Rāmānuja
in written works. He states that 'the doctrine of Prapatti is based on the 
concept of God's grace and intimate relation of Jiva and Paramatman, as Śeṣa 
and Śeṣī.' Sridhara seems to believe in the grace of God but he has not 
mentioned about Śeṣa-Śeṣī relationship. According to , Swami Shivananda
'non-dualists lay stress on self-effort for developing devotion, whereas  
followers of the path of devotion always advocate the doctrine of God's 

13
grace' .

The importance of grace of God plays an essential role in Śrīdhara's 
commentary, as seen in Bh.G., Uparicara's episode (Mahābhārata), 
Nāradabhaktisūtra and Viśiṣṭādvaita. 

3.2 Devotion to the sole object: Lord Kṛṣṇa mentions the method to 
meditate on Him as the sole object of devotion, that is Ananya yoga (Bh.G. 
12.6), which results in liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Śaṅkara interprets 
Ananyayoga as Samādhi yoga, which means worshipping God's cosmic form 

14
as the only object of devotion . In his other works, he defines Samādhi as the 

15
merging of mental activities in Brahman  and Bhakti as seeking after one's 

16
real nature . (He believes that devotion to the qualified Brahman is an initial 

stage of liberation.) Rāmānuja explains Ananya yoga as adoring God without 
any other object of devotion. He describes worshipping Him through 

7
meditation, worship, prostration, praises, and hymns .

1

18
Śrīdhara explains Ananyayoga as Ekāntabhaktiyoga . The meaning of the 

word Ananya (no other than God) and Ekānta (God is the final goal) is 
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identical. Then why might Śrīdhara have used this specific word? 
Examination of Bh.P. shows that āPralh da explains the nature of 

9
Ekāntabhakti, which is the aim of one's life  In the same Purāṇa, the same 

1

word appears when Rudra eulogizes the Supreme Being (4.25.55), uka Ś
praises Saṁkarṣaṇa (5.25.4) and King Ambariṣa's episode (9.4.28). There are 
many instances in this scripture where words like Ekāntabhakta, Ekānta, 
Ekāntittva and Ekāntin are scattered throughout. Nāradabhaktisūtra 
distinguishes the 

20
devotee following Mukhyabhakti as Ekāntin.  

21
Śān ̣dilyabhaktisūtra specifies Bhakti as Ekāntabhāva . The Nārāyan ̣īya 

section (Mahābhārata, Śāntiparva) narrates the same concept named 
Ekāntadharma. Bṛhaspati, the leading priest of King Uparicara's horse 
sacrifice, could not see Bhagavān taking his share. Then sages named Ekata-
Dvita-Trita narrated their experience at Śvetadvipa, where devotees of God 
resided. These devotees were so engrossed in the one-pointed devotion that 
no one honoured the three sages. Despite austere penances, they could not see 

22
Him. God revealed himself only to devotees called Ekāntins ,  whose sole 

object of devotion is God. According to R.G. Bhandarkar,  is Ekāntadharma
23

the same as that communicated to Arjuna at the beginning of war . S. N. 

Dasgupta also speculates that the doctrine of Bhagavadgītā was the Ekāntin 
24

doctrine which had at least four different forms .  

The above investigation shows that Śaṅkara used non-dualistic terms to 
describe devotion to the sole object, whereas Śrīdhara's concept and 
terminology show a close connection with the Nārāyan ̣ īya , 
Nāradabhaktisūtra, Śānḍ̣ ilyabhaktisūtra and especially Bh.P. 

3.3 Mystic spell: Lord Kṛṣṇa explains that the devotee who fixes his mind 
and intellect on God will live in Him forever (Bh.G.12.8). According to 
Śaṅkara, the nature of the mind is of indecision and the nature of intellect is of 
decision. Both should be focused on the cosmic form of God alone. 
Śrīdhara follows Śaṅkara and adds results of this practice. He believes that 
such devotee receives the grace of God, gains knowledge and dwells in God. 
Ś r ī d h a r a  q u o t e s  a  s c r i p t u r a l  v e r s e ,  p r o b a b l y  f r o m 

25
Nṛsiṃhapūrvatāpanīyopaniṣad , which says, God redeems instruction at the 

26
time of death .  This is a minor Vaiṣṇava Upaniṣad from Atharvaveda. This 

scripture expounds the Nārasiṁha Anuṣṭubha mantra in praise of Lord 
Nṛsiṁha, its utility as a liberating spell to cross the ocean of worldly existence 

27
and its details such as Śakti and Bīja . In his commentary on this Upaniṣad, 
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28
Śaṅkara explains that the mystic spell is the chanting of Praṇava . 

Purāṇas and Tantrism also mention Mystic spells. In Bh.P.  sage Ārvihotri ,
29

recommends Vedic and tāntric ways of worship to King Janaka (11.3.47) .  

The Śivagītā ( ) explains that a competent devotee who visits holy places 16.9
like Kāśī receives a mystic syllable at the time of death, enabling him to cross 
the ocean of worldly existence through God's grace. Gurugīt  also ā (1.25)
mentions Śiva of Kās ́ī as T raka Brahman. Mantras are a significant part of ā
Āgama texts. There are various T raka mantras in Pañcar tra texts, such as ā ā
Lakṣmītantra.
In this way, Śrīdhara believes that practising meditation enables the devotee 
to receive a mystic spell at the time of death. Chanting of mantras is observed 
in non-dualistic and theistic interpretations as well as tantrism and Vaiṣṇava 
Purāṇas. Along with these scriptures, Śrīdhara's faith and practice of 
chanting such mantras might have influenced his commentary. 

3.4 Remembrance of God: Lord Kṛṣṇa explains the path of constant 
practice, Abhy sayoga (Bh.G.12.9). The mind and the intellect are the ā two 
inner instruments where there is a continuous flow of thought modifications. 
Constant practice of focusing thoughts on one deity helps to achieve a 
cessation of these modifications and steadiness of mind. Patañjali defines this 

30
technique as Yoga and describes its eight limbs, Aṣṭāṅagayoga . Śaṅkara 

explains this method of devotion as Samādhānalakṣaṇa Abhy sayoga. The ā
non-dualistic meaning of Abhyāsa is Nididhyāsana, which is the constant 
thinking of Brahman. In Aparokṣānubhūti, this method is explained with 

31
fifteen components , which includes Patañjali's eight limbs of Yoga. In the 

same text, Sam dh na is defined as the concentration of the mind on the only ā ā
32

object Sat (Brahman) .In this way here, Yoga is included implicitly.

Rāmānuja interprets ā  as practising remembrance of God's Abhy sayoga
3

attributes with immense love  and enlists God's attributes. S.M.S. Chari 
3

mentions that Rāmānuja advised a sevenfold ethical discipline known as 
Sādhanā Saptaka on the authority of an ancient commentator. One of them is 
Abhyāsa, which means a repeated reflection of God. The author observes that 
instead of directly mentioning about limbs of , Rāmānuja has Aṣṭāṅgayoga
quoted a verse from āVi.P., which explicitly states Dhy na with the first six 

3
components of Yoga

4
. Thus, Rāmānuja acknowledges Yoga indirectly.

Śrīdhara interprets ā  as Anusmaraṇalakṣana Yogābhyāsa. Abhy sayoga
Unlike the other two commentators, he uses the word Yogābhyāsa instead of 
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Abhyāsayoga. the mind on In Bh.P., God explains the Dhyānavidhi of fixing 
5

God with continuous remembrance of Him . It continues to describe 
3

Yogāṅgas, such as while chanting Oṁ, controlling sense control of breath 
6

organs, remembering God , and Yama-Niyamas ( 11.19). From a similar 
3

Bh.P.

arrangement and tone in Śrīdhara's explanation, he appears to have summed 
up the above verses as Yogābhyāsa. In the Dhṛva's episode in Vi.P., sages 
explain Dhṛva worshipping God by withdrawing senses from their objects 
and then focusing the mind on Him (Vi.P.1.11.52). In Ātmaprakās ́a 
commentary on this verse, Śrīdhara explains that sages are advising Dhṛva to 
repeat a mantra with a concentration of mind achieved by 

37
Aṣṭāṅgayoga . 

Like this, Aṣṭāṅgayoga by saying Śrīdhara might be suggesting Yogābhyāsa. 
Remembrance of God is one of the nine-fold ways of Bhakti, as mentioned in 
Bh.P. In this scripture, the root Smṛ with the prefix anu occurs almost fifty-
five times. The above investigation and selection of words like Anusmaraṇa 
and Yog bhy sa show the influence of Bh.Pā ā .

3.5 Vows and Chanting God's name: The Lord advises the path of 
performing desireless acts to attain perfection (Bh.G. 12.10). Śaṅkara 
explains that such actions result in the purification of the devotee's mind 
leading to Knowledge and he attains perfection. He does not suggest any 
specific list of actions like Rāmānuja, who explicitly mentions twelve 
devotional acts to attain Him. Some of these actions are constructing temples, 
chanting Lord's names (N makīrtana), praising Lord and prostrating before ā

8
God .  

3

Though Śrīdhara follows Śaṅkara, he explicitly mentions observing Ekādaśī 
39

and chanting of Lord's name . In Bh.P., Nārada explains Yudhiṣṭhira, a 
40

householder's virtuous conduct to be performed on specific days . While 

preaching Uddhava, the Lord mentions observance of vows. The Ekādaśī 
41

vow  is eulogized and explained in many Purāṇas like Padma Purāṇa, which 

tells the story of its birth. Rāmānuja supplies an extensive list of actions but 
misses to mention this vow. 
Nāmasaṁkīrtana, the performance of Japa collectively, is a contribution of 
the Bh.P., says T.S. Rukmani. She opines that the concept of chanting God's 
name gains the final stage of development in Bh.P., where clear proclamation 
and illustration are given with examples. Ravi Gupta rightly asserts that 

42
Śrīdhara has a special regard for Bhāgavata . Thus, it appears that Śrīdhara's 

commentary is influenced by the religious acts prescribed by Purāṇas, 
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particularly by Bh.P.

3.6 Absolute Surrender:  Lord Kṛṣṇa advises renouncing the fruits of 
all the actions (Bh.G. 12.11). Śaṅkara explains this very succinctly, and 
Rāmānuja suggests practising Akṣarayoga (the path described in the first six 
chapters of Bh.G.). Rāmānuja According to , by meditating on the nature of the 
individual's self, the devotee realizes himself as Śeṣa leading to the highest 

3
devotion . The renouncement of the fruit of every action is a means to

4
 

practice Akṣarayoga.
According to Śrīdhara, if a devotee cannot follow Bhagavaddharma (the path 
of performing actions for God), he should renounce the fruits of all the actions 

44
with absolute surrender to God, knowing that the result is in His hands . In 

Bhāvārtha Dīpikā Bhagavaddharma as performing , Śrīdhara explains 
5

religious acts like observing Dv da i, which pleases the Lord . In the same 
4

ā ś

scripture, he describes the term as 'Adoration of God.' In Ātmaprak śa ā
commentary , while explaining the pure actions which free people  (Vi.P.3.7.1)
from subjection to Yama, Śrīdhara explains the pure deeds as Tāntrikadharma 
and mentions the good fortune of the living beings who follow 

6
Bhagavaddharma . Bhagavaddharma (Tāntrikadharma) is performing the 

4

acts prescribed by the scriptures to please God. Bh.P. recommends Tāntrika 
ways of worship along with Vedic practices and also uses the term 
Bhagavaddharma repeatedly. An ancient name of the Vaiṣṇava religion is 

47
Bhāgavata or Pān ̃carātramata . Thus Bhagavaddharma mentioned by 

Śrīdhara can be the religion of Bh.P. and Mahābhārata. In the case of Bh.P., 
nine-fold Bhakti is considered a perfect religion.
The devotion of the cowherd women and King Bali narrated in Bh.P. are 
examples of the Ātmanivedana form of devotion, which means absolute 
surrender to God. In Viśiṣtādvaita, Ātmanikṣepa means total surrender to 
God. It is a significant and principal component strongly associated with the 
other five components of Prapatti. S.M.S. Chari recognizes it as a specific 
mental state qualified by three important notions, namely, Svarūpa-

48
Samarpan ̣a, Bhāra-Samarpan ̣a and Phala-Samarpaṇa . Likewise, in 
Śaraṇāgatigadya, Rāmānuja seeks protection and surrenders himself unto 

49
the lotus feet of the Lord . It can be found in Pañcarātra treatises like 
Lakṣmītantra. Rāmānuja explains the path of absolute surrender with 
ontological relation between Jiva and Brahman, whereas Śrīdhara gives a 
Bhakti-centric explanation. 
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Conclusion:
Śrīdhara's structural design of commentary is the same as Śaṅkara's 

commentary, but he replaces Advaita terminology with Bhakti-related 
explanations. The choice of words is different from the commentary of 
R ā m ā n u j a .  E . g .  R ā m ā n u j a  m e n t i o n s  A b h y ā s a y o g a  a s 
Niratiśayapremagarbhasmr ̣tyabhyāsayoga, whereas Śrīdhara calls it 
Anusmaraṇalakṣana Yogābhyāsa to bring yogic practices.  Rāmānuja 
explains that the path of absolute surrender engenders contemplation of the 
individual self. When Jīva visualizes himself as the nature of Śeṣa to the 
Lord, and when the veil of nescience consisting in identifying the self with 
the body is removed, then supreme Bhakti to Him will originate by itself. 
Śrīdhara avoided using words such as Śeṣa, which are philosophically 
loaded. Śrīdhara mentions the following terms at different places: 
Ekāntabhakti for explaining meditation on God as the sole object (Gītā 
12.6), Ekādaśi as an action done for God (Gītā 12.10) and Bhagavaddharma 
for describing the path of performing actions for God (Gītā 12.11). 
Rāmānuja has not mentioned these words in his commentary on these 
particular verses. This indicates the approach of Śrīdhara as a commentator 
was to draw bhakti elements from Gītā and not to philosophise it with 
different schools.
It seems that Śrīdhara was greatly influenced by Bh.P. than other bhakti texts 

like the Nārayan ̣īya section, Nāradabhaktisūtra and Śān ̣dilyabhaktisūtra. 
The influence of Vaiṣṇava Upaniṣads, such as Nṛsiṁhatāpaniyopaniṣad and 
mantropāsana cast light on Śrīdhara's faith. 
Gītā expounds Ekānta religion of Mahābhārata. Bh.P. is an expansion of 

Gītā. The philosophical part of Bh.P. is Advaita oriented, and the practical 
50

aspect is pure devotion . From the study and analysis of the terms used in this 

commentary, the concepts reflected in it, and their way of presentation, it 
seems that the commentary reflects pure devotion. Strong belief in God's 
grace and doctrine of Ātmanikṣepa reflected in Subodhinī are the same as 
Viśiṣtādvaita. However, it is more inclined and focused on the Bhakti 
element in Gītā and Bh.P. than doctrines of a specific school of Vedānta. It 
seems that Śrīdhara has attempted to deliver the message of Gītā without 
moulding it into the philosophical frame of Advaita or Viśiṣṭādvaita. Further 
study of his annotations on philosophical concepts like Māyā, Jīva, and 
Jagat, amongst others, can reveal the nature of his philosophy in the true 
sense.
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