Sanskrit Proverbs from Nitidvishashtika (~ 500 C.E.)

Note: The translation largely follows that of Jayasree [1984], with minor changes.

On Affection

“A creeper that has been cut can be made to grow again, but it will never look as beautiful as it used to. Similarly, an affectionate relationship that has been spoilt, can be revived again, but it will not have the same charm as it used to.” Nitidvishashtika 49
On Charity

“A noble man makes a gift of charity respectfully and without publicity. Mean men also practice charity, but they are guided by selfish motives and give away with disrespect.” Nitidvishashtika 

On Good Company

“Friendship with the good grows day by day just as the sap of from top to bottom, joint by joint. Friendship of the wicked is opposite in nature to this.” Nitidvishashtika 16

On Enmity

“ Foolish people never give up enmity, just as a line drawn on a rock cannot be erased. But the wise forgive and forget, their enmity is as ephemeral as a line drawn on the surface of water.” Nitidvishashtika  64

On Fools

“Where fools pretend to be wise, the wise should pretend to be foolish. Under the spell of ignorance ridicule even the wise sayings.” Nitidvishashtika 18

“Avoid even the sight of foolish men. If one does see them, then avoid their company. If one does fall into the company of foolish men, then let him keep silent. And if one does have to speak amongst them, then let him too speak like them.” Nitidvishashtika 19

On Forgiveness

“If one is censured for a genuine fault of his, then he should endure that rebuke. And if he is censured for no fault of his, he should forgive the other person thinking that the censure did not occur at all.” Nitidvishashtika 66

“If a dog bites a man, he does not bite the dog back. Therefore, if a wicked man humiliates a virtuous one, the latter should not seek revenge.” Nitidvishashtika 68

On Friendship

“Following are the characteristics of a bad friend- making fun of their friend in public, showing friendship only as long as some benefit is obtained from the relationship, and not forgetting the bad deeds of his friend towards him.” Nitidvishashtika 46

“ One should retain formal courtesy only as long as friendship has not been achieved. Once friendship is acquired, formal courtesy is a sign of deceit.” Nitidvishashtika 53

On Knowledge

“Just as female bees gather so much honey little by little that it can fill several pots. Likewise, wise men gather knowledge, religious merit and penance little by little continuously, without ever giving up.” Nitidvishashtika 36-37

“Even old men should humbly approach younger men with reverence for clarification of their doubts, just as they would approach their teachers with respect.” Nitidvishashtika 33

“One should strive to become learned and not hanker after wealth alone. It is common to find a wealthy man, but rare indeed is he who has erudition.” Nitidvishashtika 92

On Longevity

“Of what use is a long life to those whose minds are blemished with lust and jealousy, who work inefficiently and who feel insulted at slight pretexts?” Nitidvisastika 60
On Merit

“Although dim, the rays of moon falling on the snow clad peaks of the Himalayas look resplendent and illuminate entire mountain ranges. Likewise, even a few good qualities become abundant in persons who are lofty with merit.” Nitidvishashtika 55
On the Miser

“ The wealth of a man who merely hoards riches, but does not want to enjoy them is like someone else’s wealth lying in his house. It is the like a daughter who is brought up (with love and affection), only to be given away at the time of her marriage.” Nitidvishashtika 22

“No purpose of existence and no object of human life is attained by him, who turns miserly at the sight of a needy man and turns him away.” Nitidvishashtika 23

“That man’s life along is meaningful who sustains and nourishes vast multitudes of men from his provisions. And he, who does not sustain his dependents is indeed dead, even if alive.” Nitidvishashtika 25

On Purity

“They who are pure at heart are pure even if impure externally. And they whose hearts are impure are impure even if they be clean from outside.” Nitidvishashtika 44

On Sweet Speech

“ A wise man should not speak ill of others in an assembly. Even that truth should not be uttered, which, if expressed, becomes unpalatable.” Nitidvishashtika 4

“ Why should men endowed with good sense speak harshly, when sweetness is within their own power and when sentences can be composed with sweet words?” Nitidvishashtika 6

“When a person is addressed harshly, he responds in a doubly harsh manner. There, one who does not wish to hear unpleasant words must not use such language himself” Nitidvishashtika 7

“ He is an eloquent speaker who speaks with brevity, but whose speech is sweet. One who speaks a lot but speaks with little sense is nothing but a prattler.” Nitidvishashtika 8

“ As a fire is extinguished only by water, similarly, the anger caused by harsh speech can be pacified only by the words of wisdom spoken by the virtuous.” Nitidvishashtika 11

On Virtue

“Learning, Vedic study, penances, prosperity, fame and splendor--all these in one who is devoid of good character are like the bath of an elephant (an elephant throws dust on his body after bathing)” Nitidvishashtika 38

“Pilgrimages to holy places for ablutions, gazing at the hot blazing sun as a penance, standing in water in winter--all these cannot take a man to heaven if he were devoid of good character.” Nitidvishashtika 39

“Of what use are garlands and perfumes to the man, the fragrance of whose noble qualities has permeated all the directions?” Nitidvishashtika 40

“Although born in a family of Brahmins, a man who is proud, hypocritical, harmful to others, evil-tongued, boastful and slanderous is but a lowly Chandala (outcaste)” Nitidvishashtika 43

“The following virtues are inborn and natural in noble persons- appreciation of merits of others, concealing one’s own merits and not publicizing them for fame, not criticizing the faults of men in front of others to defame them, sweet disposition and straightforward speech.” Nitidvishashtika 34

“ An ignoble man, though born of a noble lineage, endowed with eloquence, a handsome appearance and adorned with garlands is like the Palasa (Flame of the Forest) tree which blooms but does not yield any fruit.” Nitidvishashtika 32 

On Virtuous Men

“A wicked man feels elated when he has hurts others with his unkind words. On the contrary, a good man repents immediately even if he makes an unkind remark out of carelessness.” Nitidvishashtika 67

“Even at times of calamity, a noble man should desist from harboring ill-will or enmity towards others. He is like the sandalwood tree that imparts its fragrance even to the axe blade that strikes it down.” Nitidvishashtika 78

“A small good done to the virtuous bears great results, while even great help extended to the wicked begets only sorrow. Behold- even grass fed to cows turns into milk, whereas if milk is fed to snakes, it becomes deadly poison.” Nitidvishashtika 109

“The anger of virtuous men is pacified easily but the wicked never give up their grieviences. After all, gold can be melted, but who can melt mere grass?” Nitidvishashtika 106

On Wicked Men

“Just as a chameleon changes colors, the low and wicked too put on three different colors. At first, he acts as relative, next as a friend and at the end, he turns out to be a enemy.”

Nitidvishashtika 47

“Even when honored, rogues do not forgo their wickedness. Does a crescent become round even after residing on the head of Lord Shiva?” Nitidvishashtika 114

On Wise Men

“The characteristic of a wise man who has knowledge and wisdom in the right measure is this- he does not become despondent in adversity, and does not become arrogant in times of prosperity.” Nitidvishashtika 85
On Wealth

“Virtuous conduct, cleanliness, patience, courtesy, sweet disposition and noble birth--all these do not shine in a person who does not possess wealth.” Nitidvishashtika 29

“Honor, self respect, knowledge, bravery, high ideals--all these are fruitless in one who does not have wealth.” Nitidvishashtika 30
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