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A NUMBER of problems of transliteration arise in a work that 
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important to convey as accurate an impression as possible of the 
actual sound of the words I repeat. The only compromise this 
requires with the standard system for transliterating Sanskrit arises 
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practice of using the nominative form rather than the root. In 
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in both Sanskrit and Hindi as π rather than ή. 

In rendering Hindi into the Latin alphabet I have omitted the 
neutral vowel at the ends of words where it is not audible in Hindi 
speech (Ram) but retained it where it follows a consonant cluster 
and can be heard (sadasya). For consistency's sake I have done 
the same in transliterating poetry, despite the fact that such a 
vowel is sometimes metrically significant. Since it is always sig
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Nasalization within words is also transliterated as it would be in 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Butter and the Thief 

ON THE WHOLE I lived an upright boyhood, but at the age of nine 
I began to steal quarters from my mother. She kept them in a 
little purse on top of the refrigerator, so it was quite a climb to 
reach them. The dangers were great: in those days a quarter was 
a considerable sum, and discovery would mean a punishment 
certain and severe. But the rewards were commensurate. A new 
ice cream store had just been established in town and the price 
of a butterscotch sundae was twenty-five cents. Daily I made the 
happy journey from the refrigerator to the ice cream counter until 
one dark day my mother chanced to drive by on the way home 
from the market and I was forced to confess. 

In Illinois all this was an aberration. In India, however, it is an 
archetype, for the god Krishna is frequently represented, and best 
loved, as an unruly child and thief. Songs celebrate his exploits— 
today from loud-speakers and cinema screens as well as the lips 
of village women—and, as the frontispiece shows, the calendars 
that provide the land with most of its popular art often feature a 
chubby, blueish boy who reaches his hand deep into a pot over
flowing with creamy froth. This is Krishna stealing butter: he 
lifts it to his mouth and smears it all over his face in one of his 
most characteristic acts. Some calendars, in fact, place the butter 
thief directly at the center of the mythology of Krishna; the other 
significant elements and episodes of his life and personality are 
arrayed around the mischievous child like a great garland. 

This is a book in pursuit of the butter thief. Why must God 
steal? Why does he have such a special taste for butter? And why 
have Indians for centuries welcomed the divine thief with such 
open arms? The answers to these questions lead us to the very 
heart of the worship of Krishna, revealing as perhaps no other 
motif can the particular way in which Indians approach their God 
of Love. 

Almost anywhere one looks in modern India, the butter thief 
has left his imprint. At one of the major intersections in the 
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southern city of Bangalore, for instance, a billboard pictures a 
young lad slinging a big sack over his shoulder and looking out 
at you and me with an expression of pronounced self-satisfaction 
(figure 1). Next to him a refrigerator door swings wide open, and 
the black band across his eyes leaves no doubt about his nefarious 
intentions: "the butter thief strikes again," the caption says. The 
purpose of the advertisement is to interest passersby in the prod
ucts of a new diary that is trying to make inroads on the national 
market of another company, Amul. Amul too advertises its butter 
with the image of a childish thief; in fact, one can send away for 
a poster of the Amul butter thief, suitable for hanging on the wall. 
And Narayan Dairy, a Bombay concern, announces itself to thou
sands of commuters in suburban railway stations by pairing its 
name with that of the familiar child. This time he adopts one of 

CONCEPT 
COMFORTLT 
> COWHQri^ 

1. Advertisement for Vijaya butter, Bangalore 
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the traditional poses, crawling across the floor with one hand 
raised invitingly in front of him, holding up a big ball of butter. 
What modern dairies market is the rectangular yellow lump we 
meet in the West, but India's traditional butter is a white, semi-
liquid substance that is churned from curd rather than cream and 
tastes far sweeter than what we know. It is this that the butter 
thief so happily holds out. 

To the Westerner it may come as a surprise that this child 
Krishna is so prominent in Indian eyes. Westerners tend to know 
Krishna in other guises. They may have heard of the splendid king 
who is celebrated in Sanskrit texts as reigning over the kingdom 
of Dvaraka, but Indians pay this royal Krishna real attention only 
in the region surrounding Dvaraka itself: in the state of Gujarat 
and its environs. Another phase of Krishna's adult life is even 
better known to Westerners, that in which he serves as inter
mediary and advisor in the earthshaking struggle between the 
Pandava and Kaurava clans that is portrayed in India's great epic, 
the Mahabhaiata. This Krishna is a teacher, the orator who sang 
the immortal Bhagavad GItal the Krishna to whom Gandhi looked 
for support and consolation. Because Indological scholarship is 
usually based in Sanskrit, and because no single Sanskrit text is 
more widely known around the subcontinent than the Gital many 
Westerners and some educated Indians have assumed that this 
Krishna exerts the greatest influence over Indian life. But the 
Krishna of whom the Gita speaks is a somewhat rarefied figure, 
and Sanskrit was never the people's language; hence the Gita's 
mature Krishna has never succeeded in capturing the popular 
imagination as has his younger counterpart. This more youthful 
Krishna is famous as an adolescent lover surrounded by a myriad 
of adoring cowherd maidens (gopis), but perhaps even better known 
as the active, mischievous child the dairy ads celebrate. 

The import of the butter thief extends far beyond the dairy 
industry, of course: one meets him in almost every corner of 
Indian culture. He is a familiar presence in home and temple 
altars, appearing typically as a little bronze image two or three 
inches high, and he casts his spell beyond the realms of ritual 
that belong by rights to him. In Maharashtra, in western India, 
the elephant god Ganesh is especially popular, but he has become 
yoked with the butter thief in a story that tells how Krishna stole 
milk sweets intended for him.1 In southern India a special rev
erence is paid to the god Murukan, and one shrine in particular, 

1 Paul B. Courtright, private communication, August 10, 1981. 
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Palni in Tamil Nadu, celebrates this god as a child. But not him 
alone: pilgrims go away with images not only of the child Mu-
rukan but of the butter thief as well.2 

The butter thief is in the movies, too. A recent Hindi film called 
"Yasoda Ma" was entirely devoted to his mother's attempts to 
cope with him. And in dance; if one goes to a performance of 
bharat natyam, the classical form with the widest appeal, one is 
more apt to see a butter thief scene acted out than any other 
episode from the vast store of Hindu legend. Furthermore, as these 
pages will show, the most influential form of Krishna drama in 
the country, the ias lllas of the Braj region just south of Delhi, 
features the butter thief time and again, even when his partici
pation is not strictly called for by the plot. Many Indians address 
their own little boys with one or another of Krishna's childhood 
epithets—Gopal, for instance—and children are sometimes dressed 
up as the butter thief to have their pictures taken (figure 2). But 
if one has no butter thief of one's own in the family, one can 
always purchase a picture of him on one of the gaudy, mass-
produced calendars that blanket the subcontinent. Film stars, gu
rus of renown, and popular political figures may also appear on 
these calendars, but more than anything else they picture the 
gods. The gods provide the lexicon of symbols and images that 
most successfully unifies India's diverse peoples, and one of the 
most frequent gods to appear is the lad who dips his hand into 
the butter pot. 

THE MYTH OF THE THIEF 

I have often stepped into one of the many shops that display these 
calendar icons and asked the proprietor to talk about this well-
fed little boy. A long and loving account of the adventurous child
hood of Krishna ensues as the shopkeeper willingly loses himself 
in the much-traveled paths of legend. He calls to mind stories 
that Hindu children have been told by their mothers and aunts 
from the time they were three. Somehow these vignettes do not 
lose their fascination for adults in India, as fairy tales are apt to 
in the West. For they are more than fairy tales; they are images 
of the living God. 

The storekeeper will tell how Krishna was born of noble par
entage in the city of Mathura. His mother Devaki was a member 

2 Diana L. Eck, private communication, August 20, 1981. 
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2. Child photographed as Krishna, Loi Bazar, Brindavan 

of the family of the very tyrant, Kamsa, whom he had come to 
slay. The wrathful Kamsa kept constant vigil, but on the night 
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Krishna was born the infant was spirited away across the mon
soon-swollen waters of the Jumna by his father Vasudeva. Va-
sudeva exchanged him for a girl child who had been born the same 
night to Yasoda and her husband Nanda, the chief cowherders in 
the Braj countryside that surrounds Mathura. Under their care 
Krishna waxed and flourished, and it was not long before he began 
to show an enormous appetite for butter and other milk prod
ucts—curd particularly, but also milk itself. Of them all, though, 
butter, with its creamy concentration, was his favorite, and he 
would do almost anything to get it. 

Sometimes he pursued it right at home. His mother Yasoda 
would often try to wake him in the morning, ready to feed him 
a full plate of delicacies that she had specially prepared. But some
how Krishna was always too sleepy to be roused. Finally his mother 
would give up trying to shake him awake—if sleep was what his 
body needed, then let him have it—and off she would go about 
her household chores. That was just when Krishna would come 
to life, and with an appetite bigger than any normal child's. The 
first thing he thought of to satisfy his hunger was butter, and 
with his mother nowhere in sight he would sneak into the back 
room of the house, where she had been churning, and help himself. 
Then the great scene unfolds: if he was alone he slathered himself 
and the room with butter, and if he called in some of his little 
cowherd friends it became an even more vigorous fray. Some
times, too, he would feed the leftovers to unruly, meddlesome 
monkeys. 

On other occasions he would hear the call of butter from a 
house nearby. After all, Yasoda was not the only gopi who churned 
her curd daily, and other women, other girls, were beckoned away 
on errands, too. Krishna had an unfailing sense for when they 
would be gone and where they had stashed their butter. Perhaps 
they had been careful enough to hang it in pots from the ceiling, 
just to keep it from monkeys or avid little boys, but to no avail. 
Krishna was always able to reach it—by mounting the shoulders 
of a friend, if necessary, and knocking it down with a stick—and 
in no time the precious white substance was spattered every
where. 

Sometimes the gopi whose dairy was under attack would return 
home while the destruction was still going on, and then she was 
apt to find herself too transfixed by the beauty of her little ma
rauder to step forward and intervene. Or maybe she was angry— 
this may not have been the first such incident she had witnessed— 
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and then she would attempt to tie him up with a rope she found 
handy. Krishna's mother was also often driven to such lengths. 
Not only was she the most frequent victim of his thievery, after 
all, but she constantly had to deal with a barrage of complaints 
from others about her son's behavior. One time she was so in
censed and exhausted that she roped her little boy to a huge, heavy 
mortar so that she would not have to worry about policing his 
moves for a time. But somehow or other none of the efforts to 
control Krishna succeeded. He always escaped, and the very gopis 
who had earlier bemoaned Yasoda's permissiveness and begged 
her to restrain him would suddenly begin to charge that she was 
a harsh and merciless mother—no mother, really, at all. With the 
butter thief, emotions run high, and no one but he ever truly 
wins. 

Incidents like these, told with a hundred little variations, are 
at the heart of the butter thief story, and they are always recounted 
with enormous relish and indulgence. The little boy in the cal
endar on the wall does indeed live in the hearts of those who post 
him there. Sometimes, in fact, ordinary discourse seems inade
quate to convey the magic of the myth and the storyteller begins 
to sing—most often a song familiar all over north India whose 
refrain may be translated "I didn't eat the butter, Ma." It tells 
how Krishna, apprehended by one of the gopis whose house has 
been invaded, testifies to his mother that these charges are all 
just a pack of lies. How could stubby little arms like his reach up 
to the slings where the butter was stored? No, the lyrics continue, 
it's all just a frame-up, a plot, and the fact that his mother could 
be taken in, says Krishna, shows that he's just some adopted child 
(a secret that not even Yasoda knows), not a real son. When her 
motherly affection is challenged she relents, and as the song con
cludes she laughingly takes her sulking, argumentative little boy 
to her breast. For the moment the story is ended, but every time 
Krishna's insatiable appetites are reawakened it begins all over 
again. And someone is always ready to tell, sing, dance, act out, 
or even worship another episode. 

THE CENTRAL THEME 

This is a story meant to delight, and perhaps it is appropriate that 
the systematic texts of Hindu religion, the scholarly treatises and 
theological narrations, say virtually nothing about the butter thief. 
Even the manuals that explain bhakti—the fervent, devotional 
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side of Hindu faith—make little reference to him. Moreover, the 
very people who respond with immediate warmth to any mention 
of the butter thief and stand ready to recount in detail his exploits 
in story and song are often baffled at the idea that this motif 
might be treated as the subject for serious academic discussion. 
This myth is genuinely a popular one; it has always been more 
a feature of ordinary piety than of official celebration. It almost 
seems to have found its way into the religious realm specifically 
as an antidote to "serious" religiosity. Yet it is a great deal more 
than a nursery rhyme or bedtime story. It moves people, and not 
just because it evokes the long-gone freedoms of childhood. Be
neath its playful surface lies a tension so insistent in human 
experience that for some it comes close to monopolizing the ex
perience of God: the tension between love and fear. 

This intimate opposition between love and fear is symbolized 
in the very name of the myth. Butter designates one pole; thievery, 
the other. Butter is love, for it is the most concentrated form of 
the substance that flows forth uniquely from love: milk, the liquid 
that nourishes the beloved and propels both the beloved and love 
itself into ever increasing maturity. The symbolism of butter is 
especially apt because the giving and receiving of milk does indeed 
lead to a concentration of experience. The more one gives, the 
more one experiences a churning of the heart as the emotions 
intensify around the object of one's love. Butter is thick and rich. 
It stands appropriately for everything about love that ties us so 
deeply to those with whom we share our relation and substance. 
But the very intensity of this sharing is its undoing. To be in love 
is to be defenseless and vulnerable, as the women of Braj are when 
they leave their butter out for Krishna. Love leaves itself exposed, 
and the image conjured up by that reality is the thief. Nothing is 
so open to being stolen as love, the most private possession of 
all, for love can never be truly possessed. 

In the myth of the butter thief other polarities amplify this 
intimate conflict between butter and the thief, between the pos
sessing and dispossessing power of love. Aspects of the story al
lude to a fundamental tension between childhood and adulthood, 
and to the very different affections that are appropriate to each. 
For this reason, as we shall see, it is rarely clear just how young 
or old the butter thief is. Sometimes he seems an infant, some
times fully adolescent, and because of this ambiguity his story 
serves to express tensions arising not only from the interdepend-
ency of adults and children, but also from the inderdependency 



Introduction · 11 

of the sexes. These two frictions often reinforce one another, 
making a peculiarly powerful figure of the boy who excites am
orous passions in the women who offer him their milk to drink. 
As a child, Krishna expresses the values of the most basic insti
tution in human life, the family; as a thief he destroys those very 
same values and emerges as an antihero who defies all authority, 
legality, and filial solidarity. 

The images of child and thief are unusually powerful in Indian 
society. It would be hard to think of a place where children are 
more shamelessly indulged and idolized, particularly the boys. In 
contrast to the rigid social strictures and often appalling physical 
harshness that attend adult life in the subcontinent, childhood 
seems a charmed and special state. Hence the ubiquitous calen
dars of the land display not only the youthful Krishna, a literal 
idol, but many other infants as well. Some attend to each other's 
ills in make-believe doctors' offices, others raise their hands to 
speak in parliament, and for Muslim audiences there are still 
others who recite the Qur'an at the age of eighteen or twenty 
months (figure 3). 

It is the same with the thief. The modern media—now movies 
rather than calendars—project him everywhere. Titles such as 
"Three Thieves," "Thief of Thieves," and a host of others appeal 
to what is almost a national obsession, and few plots are complete 
without a robber or criminal of some kind. India can boast what 
must be the world's largest assortment of locks, suitable for pro
tecting the inviolability of everything from palaces to biscuit boxes. 
And the reality of the threat of incursion was great enough in 
previous centuries to transfer the Hindi term "thug" to the Eng
lish language. In a society that pays such marked attention to 
social differentiation and preserves such wide disparities of status 
and wealth, it is no wonder that the image of a thief, breaker of 
boundaries, should excite such special horror and fascination. 

Even the image of Krishna as a thief needs to be justified by a 
kind of divine immunity. I remember a painful conversation in 
the heart of the Braj country recently when a normally good-
natured devotee of Krishna chanced upon some translation work 
I had been doing and turned on me in shock and disgust. "Thiev
ery!" she said, repeating the English word that had occurred in 
the translation. "How dare you use such a word to describe our 
dear little Krishna?" I tried to defend myself by pointing out that 
the word I had translated (corf) means just that in all its contexts. 
But this woman, whose daily devotion brought her before the 
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3. Child reciting the Qur'an 

butter thief, could not bear the idea that he would be interpreted 
as a robber in the outside world. His thievery could not possibly 
be confused with the thievery of others, as my translation seemed 
to her to be doing. 

Some Hindus, then, regard the experience of the little thief as 
essentially incommunicable to outsiders. Others see it as so ac
cessible that they simply burst into song to convey it. In both 
cases there is an intensity of feeling that compels one to try to 
understand the butter thief as he appears to Indians before making 
a more general assessment. This means not merely recording what 
Hindus themselves have to say about their mischievous child-
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god, but analyzing the principal media in which they encounter 
him. These are not primarily discursive, theoretical media but 
expressive ones, and for north India two are definitive: the songs 
attributed to the celebrated sixteenth-century poet Sur Das, and 
the religious dramas [ias lilas) of his, and Krishna's, native Braj 
region. To understand the butter thief as he emerges in these 
settings is to venture into literary criticism and the analysis of 
dramatic structure, and to appreciate their background is to enter 
still other realms: legend and iconography. What follows, then, 
is necessarily a composite study, for to investigate a myth such 
as this is to study religious culture as a whole. 

PLAN OF THE BOOK 

We begin with background (Part I). First we survey allusions to 
the butter thief that occur in literature from all over the Indian 
subcontinent up to the sixteenth century, the time when Sur Das 
began to sing and the period when the ms lflas probably came to 
be known more or less in their modern form. It emerges that in 
the Puranas, brahmanical Sanskrit texts with a clear religious 
import, the mark of the butter thief is slight, especially at the 
beginning. Other Sanskrit and Prakrit texts, however—the Bala-
caiita, a drama, and the Puranas of the Jain community—accord 
the butter thief a more prominent place. It seems they register 
the influence of popular religion more strongly. Most eloquent of 
all, not surprisingly, are vernacular texts, which are preserved 
from this early period primarily in south India. One learns more 
about the butter thief in Tamil devotional poetry than in any 
other early literary medium. 

Sculpture is another important resource for this early period, 
and we examine it in Chapter 2. This visual record reinforces 
one's sense that the texts of the high, pan-Indian, Sanskrit tra
dition did slight a significant element in popular devotion to 
Krishna. The sculptures of the deeds of Krishna display his butter 
thievery in a role of relative prominence, and from early on. More
over, because of the spareness of the medium—words are cheap, 
but stone is hard to carve—one can see with a clarity the texts 
sometimes obscure how Krishna's childhood became increasingly 
important in the personality of the god as time went on. In fact, 
as one arrives in the sixteenth century and surveys the Krishna 
statuary preserved so amply from the Vijayanagara domains of 
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south India, one sees scarcely anything else, and motifs related 
to the butter thief are especially common. 

Once the stage has been set, we proceed to the most loving 
portrait of the butter thief that north India has ever produced. 
This is found in the Sur Sagar, the "Ocean" of verse attributed 
to Siir Das; the Sur Sagar is the subject of Part II, comprising the 
next three chapters. Sur, as he is often called, composed in Braj 
Bhasa, the most influential dialect of literary Hindi and the one 
that is natively spoken in the Braj region were Krishna himself 
chose to dwell. Hindi has never produced a greater poet of Krish
na's—or anyone's—childhood than Sur, and Hindi speakers are 
often distressed that the world does not know him better. Indeed 
there can be nothing ordinary about Sur's portraits of Krishna's 
childhood, for tradition pronounces the poet blind, even blind 
from birth. It follows that his depictions of the butter thief are 
entirely pure, uncolored by any worldly element. It is no wonder 
that the people of north India turn to him so automatically to 
find words to express their love of the butter thief. This is what 
happens every time one hears "I didn't eat the butter, Ma." It is 
the best known poem attributed to Sur. 

It is not, however, among the oldest, and that is an important 
point, for the Sur Sagar is more a cumulative tradition than a 
single text. It is composed of independent poems that were at
tributed to the blind poet from the sixteenth century onward; the 
oldest manuscripts contain only a fraction of the five thousand 
one finds in today's most influential edition. In the earlier strata 
of the Sur Sagar, which we begin to analyze in Chapter 3, the 
poet presents the two sides of the butter thief in clear contrast. 
In one genre, poems of satisfied vision (darsan), the poet feasts 
his eyes on the beautiful child who is indulged with gifts of butter 
and love. In another genre, comprising poems of complaint [ura-
han), the scandal of thievery bursts through. These are typically 
poems in which Yasoda and the gopis lock horns over Krishna's 
alleged outrages—the former in his defense, the latter to accuse. 
Sur refuses to resolve the tension between plaintiffs and defend
ants, thus drawing the audience into active participation in the 
debate, and he refuses equally to resolve the tension between this 
evidently provocative side of the butter thief and the side that is 
so charming as to "liquefy" the spectator at the very sight of it. 
Furthermore, an element of tension is present even in the affec
tionate poems of vision, for one sees a figure who is able to en
compass the world's boldest contradictions, represented in visual 
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terms through the contrast of black and white. In Sur's poems of 
vision and complaint, then, the basic contrast of butter and thief 
is expressed, and it is reinforced in subsidiary tensions that am
plify the motif. 

In Chapter 4 we spread our net more widely among the poems 
of the early SiIr Sagai in an attempt to discover how the butter 
thief poems contribute to Sur's image of Krishna as a whole. Again 
they prove to mediate between the two sides of various tensions. 
They act as a pivot between infancy and adolescence, between 
parental and amorous emotions, and between consummated love 
and love in separation. The poems of vision recapitulate the sat
isfaction of childhood, which Sur depicts in other poems, but 
these moments of happiness turn to frustration once Krishna's 
adolescence sets in. The gopis find their beloved boy more absent 
than present, and their sad fate is sealed when he departs forever 
from the cowherding settlements of Braj to dwell in great Ma-
thura. As the butter thief poems that emphasize vision serve as 
a culmination of the joys of Krishna's infancy, so the poems of 
complaint set the stage for this painful disjunction, and in the 
motif of Krishna as a thief of hearts this separation is closely tied 
to the effects of his butter thievery. 

Later contributors to the Sur Sagaz, whose compositions we 
explore in Chapter 5, reinforced this link between the butter thief 
and the thief of hearts, and extended the spell of thievery to realms 
were Sur had not imagined it, especially in a number of episodes 
involving the cleverness of his favorite sweetheart among the 
gopis, Radha. But as the poetry expanded, it was modified, for in 
these later poems the dramatic tension that had been the hallmark 
of Sur's poems of complaint was largely lost. These later poets 
were at pains to make clear that since the context of all Krishna's 
thievery is love, the gopis' protests could not be genuine. They 
espoused a softer theology whose effect was to remove the scandal 
of thievery and to leave in its place only the milder affections 
toward Krishna. Through the years, then, we see a gradual sweet
ening of the butter thief, an attempt to downplay and explain 
away the tart contours that must at the same time have continued 
to give this figure much of his interest. 

We know that this tart side persisted because we can see it 
today, even in settings where such an irenic theology has become 
all but standard. Nowhere is this plainer than in the Krishna 
dramas of Brindavan, the greatest pilgrimage center in modern-
day Braj. There Krishna's provocative actions are repeated for all 
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to see in a series of dramas (ras lilas) that provide the next major 
context in which we shall study the butter thief (Part III). This 
milieu is not entirely disjunct from the earlier one, for the plays 
now performed in Brindavan have been staged—with alterations, 
of course—since the time of Sur himself. Furthermore these are 
musical dramas, and in them songs attributed to Sur are sung 
more frequently than any others. 

The lilas of Brindavan almost necessarily keep alive the tension 
that Sur so vividly conveys in his poems of complaint. The action, 
to be dramatic, practically requires it, for all parties must state 
their case. A sense of the liveliness of both plot and dialogue will, 
I hope, be conveyed in the translation of the most frequently 
performed of the butter thief Jiias (Chapter 6); partial translations 
of two others are also included (Chapter 7). As an analysis of the 
common elements in these dramas will show (Chapter 7), they 
are no less effective at keeping to the fore Sur's emphasis on 
entranced vision than they are in realizing the dramatic tensions 
to which Siir gave such great attention. In each of the butter thief 
lilas one is given the opportunity of seeing the central action not 
once but several times, and some of these scenes are truly classic 
tableaus, bringing to life moments that found expression not just 
in the poems of Sur but in sculptures fashioned as much as a 
thousand years earlier. In the ras lilas, then, Krishna's buttery 
and thievish sides continue to coexist in an ongoing tension, and 
the moods of attraction and offense that they stimulate spread 
the tension among those who observe. The means are somewhat 
different from those that Sur uses to hold these two poles together, 
but the effect is similar. 

In Part IV we advance into the realm of interpretation. First we 
record what the people of Braj (brajbasis) themselves have to say 
about the butter thief (Chapter 8), and then we consider other 
perspectives—psychological and structural—that may further serve 
to clarify the force of the motif (Chapter 9). As in the case of the 
transition between the Sur Sagar and the ras lilas, the transition 
from drama to interpretation is a smooth one, for the plays them
selves contain sermonic interludes intended to illuminate the 
deeper meanings of plot and verse. In these moments Krishna 
himself affirms that he would rather be called the butter thief 
than any other name, and begins to suggest why. It is partly, he 
says, because of the directness of it: when the gopis call him a 
thief, they address him with the intensity of a curse. One under
stands from the way he couches the whole matter that this curse 
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is a testimony of their love, so again the tension between attrac
tion and offense is clear. 

When one asks natives of Braj to comment further on the mean
ing of the butter thief, one comes at last to something like a 
systematic attempt to account for the tensions that seem endemic 
to the theme. Brajbasis explain how the butter thief Illas serve 
to draw a contrast between love, which is their ultimate subject, 
and propriety. When Krishna acts as a thief, they say, his purpose 
is to rend the fabric of respectable society in such a way as to 
make it plain that love goes totally beyond it and defies the very 
logic that holds it together. A butter pot upended and broken is 
a testament to the creative force of love, drawing into a single, 
measureless continuum that which the world only artificially 
separates. It takes the assault of a thief to make this plain. 

Krishna breaks boundaries. As the final chapter will show, he 
breaks down some of the most basic boundaries that serve to 
structure human life, the boundaries of generation and sex. The 
roles associated with these give us our identity, but at the same 
time they force us into contradictions that we cannot solve once 
we have accepted the limitations that they imply. Such antino
mies are not, however, impermeable to the gods, and the realm 
of myth provides an arena in which they can be, if not resolved, 
at least given a full narrative enactment. The myth of the butter 
thief does this, overcoming contradictions that men and women 
necessarily feel in relation to one another and that bedevil the 
interactions between children and adults. It does so in part by 
restating, in an inverse way, one of Hinduism's oldest and most 
influential myths, the cosmogonic churning of the milk ocean. 
One aspect of that story is its demonstration of how the oppo
sitions that torment this world came to be,· the story of the butter 
thief suggests in what dimension they are overcome. 

Hinduism has a word for this dimension. It is a word we have 
already met—Illa—and it conveys the meaning of "play" not only 
in the thespian sense but in all other senses as well. It means fun, 
mischief, and ease, and it is what the child Krishna so evidently 
represents. Hindus have long affirmed that the gods created the 
world in an act of play and that they continue to play through it, 
but few images of divinity make that playfulness more vivid than 
that of the butter thief. By learning to play in Krishna, Hindus 
learn to contemplate some of life's most troubling antinomies 
with a measure of comprehension and joy. The butter thief makes 
it possible for them, and perhaps for us, to apprehend the limiting 
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conditions of our existence without having to conclude that they 
simply cancel one another out and render our lives meaningless. 
The hopeful image of a child automatically suggests this fructi
fying possibility, but even Krishna's more provocative side has 
this effect. When Hindus call him "the exemplar of thieves and 
rogues" (cor jai sikhamani) they remember that his stealing (cor) 
and womanizing [jar) are of a specific sort, and are intertwined. 
His tastes run almost exclusively to butter and hearts. Little else 
interests him, but that is enough to absorb him completely, as a 
game can be totally absorbing, a llla. By exploring the legend, 
sculpture, poetry, drama, and conversation that surround the but
ter thief, we shall see with increasing clarity how and why this 
is so. And in the process we will come to understand why the 
butter thief is one of the most powerful symbols India has ever 
produced. 



PARTI 

Before Sur Das 





CHAPTER 1 

The Tradition in Literature 

SOR AND HIS SOURCES 

No ONE has described the childhood of Krishna more lovingly 
than Siir Das. Every nuance and naughty caper of childhood seem 
to have been second nature to Sur, and for half a millennium his 
compositions describing Krishna's infancy have reigned as the 
most popular in Braj Bhasa, Hindi's most influential literary di
alect. Of all these poems, the most highly prized are those that 
tell of how Krishna pirated butter from his mother and the other 
gopis. This series of vignettes has come to be known as the butter 
thievery game (makhan coil Iila in Braj Bhasa, navanltacaurya 
in Sanskrit), but there are two variations on the theme of thievery 
that also make their appearance. One is the dan Iilal in which a 
slightly older Krishna blocks the road as the gopis make their 
way to nearby Mathura to sell their milk products. In this some
what more sophisticated form of butter thievery Krishna demands 
a tax, a tithe in butter and curd, before he will let the girls pass— 
or as the title of this episode or game (Ilia) ironically puts it, a 
"gift" [dan). The other is the clr haian Hla (in Braj Bhasa,· vas-
tiahaiana or vastiapahaiana in Sanskrit), in which Krishna spirits 
away the gopis' clothes as they perform their early-morning ablu
tions in the Jumna River. 

For a Westerner it is striking that a divinity should be depicted 
so young and so scandalous, and to a certain degree it is unchar
acteristic even within the Hindu tradition. Classical brahmanical 
Sanskrit texts scarcely hint at Krishna's kleptomania; certainly 
they do not emphasize it. Hence there is ample reason to wonder 
where all this comes from. Most people, peasants and scholars 
alike, say that Sur derived his inspiration in this respect, as in all 
others, from the Bhagavata Purana, the tenth-century text that 
has become, along with the Bhagavad Gital the most influential 


