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Anandavardhana’s Dhvanyāloka (“The Light of Suggestion”) is one of the most revolutionary 

treatises in the history of Indian poetics. Composed in the 9th century CE in Kashmir, it 

inaugurates a decisive shift in Sanskrit literary theory by proposing that dhvani (suggestion) is 

the very soul (ātman) of poetry. Prior to Anandavardhana, major theorists such as Bhamaha and 

Dandin had emphasized alaṅkāra (figures of speech), while Vamana foregrounded rīti (style) as 

the essence of poetry. Anandavardhana departs from these earlier frameworks and argues that the 

deepest poetic experience arises not from ornamentation or stylistic arrangement but from the 

power of suggestion that transcends literal meaning. 

The term dhvani literally means “resonance” or “echo,” and Anandavardhana employs it 

metaphorically to describe the suggested meaning that emerges beyond the expressed (vācya) 

and indicated (lakṣya) meanings of words. In ordinary discourse, language primarily conveys 

denotation (abhidhā) and sometimes indication (lakṣaṇā). However, in poetry, according to 

Anandavardhana, a third power operates—vyañjanā (suggestion)—through which an implied 

meaning is evoked without being directly stated. This suggested meaning is not secondary or 

decorative; rather, it constitutes the essential poetic experience. 

The Dhvanyāloka is divided into four udyotas (illuminations), each systematically elaborating 

the theory of suggestion. In the First Udyota, Anandavardhana defines dhvani and establishes it 

as the defining characteristic of poetry. He argues against rival schools who deny the 

independent status of suggestion, asserting that poetry devoid of dhvani is merely ornate speech, 

not true kāvya. The Second Udyota classifies types of dhvani, while the Third discusses its subtle 

operations and conditions. The Fourth addresses objections and clarifies misunderstandings. 

Anandavardhana identifies three principal types of dhvani: 

1. Vastu-dhvani (suggestion of an idea or theme), 

2. Alaṅkāra-dhvani (suggestion of a figure of speech), and 



3. Rasa-dhvani (suggestion of aesthetic emotion). 

Of these, rasa-dhvani is supreme. Drawing upon the foundational aesthetic doctrine of Bharata 

Muni in the Natyashastra, Anandavardhana integrates the theory of rasa (aesthetic relish) with 

his concept of suggestion. He argues that the highest form of poetry is that in which rasa is 

suggested rather than explicitly described. When poetic language subtly evokes a stable emotion 

(sthāyibhāva) transformed into aesthetic experience, the reader or spectator experiences a 

contemplative delight that transcends personal emotion. Thus, dhvani becomes the vehicle for 

rasa-realization. 

This integration of dhvani and rasa marks a profound philosophical turn. Poetry is no longer seen 

as an aggregate of rhetorical devices but as an experiential phenomenon grounded in aesthetic 

consciousness. In this respect, Anandavardhana’s thought resonates with the broader 

metaphysical and aesthetic concerns of Kashmir Shaivism, although Dhvanyāloka itself remains 

primarily a literary treatise. The emphasis on suggestion implies that meaning in poetry is 

layered, dynamic, and dependent on the sensitive reader (sahṛdaya), whose cultivated sensibility 

allows the suggested meaning to unfold. 

The work gained further authority through the celebrated commentary Locana by 

Abhinavagupta, who elaborated and philosophically deepened Anandavardhana’s insights. 

Abhinavagupta connected dhvani more explicitly to the metaphysics of consciousness and 

articulated a sophisticated theory of aesthetic experience in which rasa becomes a universalized 

and self-transcending bliss. Through this exegetical tradition, Dhvanyāloka became central to the 

later development of Sanskrit poetics. 

From a comparative perspective, Anandavardhana’s theory anticipates modern literary concepts 

such as symbolism, reader-response theory, and the idea of textual indeterminacy. Just as 

Western Romantic and Symbolist poets privileged suggestion over explicit statement, 

Anandavardhana recognized that the power of poetry lies in what is unsaid yet intuited. The 

suggested meaning is not arbitrary but organically emerges from the linguistic and contextual 

structure of the poem. 



In conclusion, Dhvanyāloka represents a watershed in Indian literary theory. By establishing 

dhvani as the soul of poetry and elevating rasa-dhvani to the highest aesthetic principle, 

Anandavardhana redefined the purpose and structure of poetic discourse. His synthesis of 

linguistic theory and aesthetic philosophy created a framework that shaped Sanskrit poetics for 

centuries. Through its subtle analysis of meaning, emotion, and aesthetic perception, 

Dhvanyāloka continues to illuminate the inner workings of poetic art and remains indispensable 

for any serious inquiry into classical Indian aesthetics. 

 


