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INTRODUCTION

These essays have onc feature in common, namely that they are based upon th.e
collation of ficld-work with literary evidence. Indian critics whose patriotism outstrips
their grasp of recality are sure to express annoyance or derision at the misplaced
emphasis. Why should anyone ignore the beautiful lily of Indian philosophy in order
to concentrate upon the dismal swamp of popular superstition ? That is precisely the
point. Anyone with acsthctic sense can cnjoy the beauty of the lily ; it takes a con-
siderable scientific cffort to discover the physiological process whereby the lily grew
out of the mud and filth. 4

This process of devilopment cannot be understood by mere study of the philo-
sophic systems formerly current in India. The great Samkara, the Buddhists who
preceded him, and thc Vaisnavas who foilowed, managed to separate a higher from
a lower planc of belief. The higher level was purely ideal and theological, the region
where the human spirit could soar to ineffuble heights of fancied perfection. The
common herd might wallow in their day-to-day ritual malpractices, wpon the lower
level. The idealist philosopher was himsclf excused for joining them in the ritual
observances as long as his theory was undefiled by any contact with reality. Only ideas
and ideals exist¢d fromi eternity, whereas ¢he mundane life really did not exist at all
on the plane that mattered.

1. Primitive elements survive in all rcligious beliefs shared by any considerable
number of people. The prayer “Give us this day our daily bread” is ®substantial
enough to the greater part of the world’'s population. It could not have originated
before the late stone age, for nothing like bfead was known carlier. The idea of
prayer to God the Father could also not have been conceived carlier than the pastoral
age, in the food-gathering period when the Mother ‘Goddess was predominant. The
late stone-age origin of thc daily prayer does no fundamental damage to Christian
pride. It is as easy to move in the opposite direction withh Rousseau: and the roman-
ticists as it is to sneer at primitive superstition. They believed that wnan in the state
of nature had been free from the various misguided beliefs and ignoble actions of
literate society. This does not need a Frazer or a Malinowski to disprove it. Our

\
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Religion and Society 0.1

present task is to trace the primitive roots of some Indian myths and ritual that sur-
vived the beginning of civilization and indeed survive to this day. This is not too
difficult in a country where contemporary socicty is composed of elements that preserve
the indelible marks of almost every historical stage. The neglect of such analysis leads
to a ridiculous distortion of Indian history and to a misunderstanding of Indian
culture, not compensated by subtle theology or the boasls of having risen above crass
materialism.

The religious observances of the various human groups in India, particularly
those that are lowest in the social, cultural and economic scale, show roughly the order
in which the particular groups were enrolled into a greater, productive socicty. In
a general way, this is true of many higher strata as well. The fossilized and stratified
remnants of primitive obscrvances, combined with caste and religion, hold a particular
group together. The observances also located the coherent group relatively to others
within a highly composite society. Change of coonomic status is reflected in, nnd
acted till recently through some corresponding transformation in caste} sometimes by
change in cult as well. Onc of the main problems for consideration is: Why
is a fusion of cultt sometimes possible and why do cults stubbornly refuse to merge on
other occasions ? Naturally, this question cannot be answered on the “highest plane”
of Samkara and Ramanuja, for it simply does not exist on that level. Cults do not
clash by themselves. It is the prople who observe the cults that find it impossible to
come to terms.  The followers of Samkara and Ramfnuja quarrelled bitterly on the
worldly plane. It is very doubtful that they could have justified physical violence by
the subtle theological differences between their two systems. The theological subtle-
ties which distinguish the two schools are difficult enough to cause any number of
headaches ; but there seems to be nothing in cither system as expounded by its great
acdrya which should have led to the breaking of heads.

Siva grew out of rather primitive and aniconic
cult-stones along scveral parallel tracks, into a subli- * ’\f KDC

mated highest god — for some pcople. At one m v
stage his equivalent came into more or less violent

g - ‘\-“ S
conflict with the various mother-goddesses who had & « &J

previously been the senior deities. We find a naked N ‘\Q “‘
three-faced god on Mohenjo-daro seals (fig. 1) * G "!'\
who might easily be a prototype of the modern Siva;

but that deity wears buffalo horns on his head- —

dress. It cannot, be a mere accident that the pasto- j} VEVAS)

ral buffalo-god Mhasobi is also identified with the

Mahigasura whom the goddess Parvati crushes to 1 Three'fa:::l. god on Indus

2..,



0.1] Siva’s Household

gain her title Mahisisura-mardini (fig 2). We shall sec in one of the pre-
sent essays that Parvatl as YogeSvari is at times married to an cquivalent of
Mhasoba who begins to resemble a diluted form of Siva-Bhairava. This will cast
some light upon the Kalighat painting and other icons where Parvati as Kali tram-
ples (fig. 3) upon Siva’s prostrate body, presumably his corpse : that he comes to life
again under her vivifying tread is obviously a mitigating addition to the undeniable

3. Parvati trampling upon the dead Siva,
who is thereby vivified as a youth.

2. Mahisasura mard'ni

conflict. Siva managed to remain united to Pgrvati in marriage, though she is sup-
posed later to have stripped him of everything at a game of dice. His entourage
(fig. 4) has the sacred bull Nandi, the cobra, goblins of various sorts, an elephant-
hieaded son Gane$a, another (Skanda) with six heads. It might be noted that the
son of Pirvati's body was not of Siva's, and he cut off the child’s head, later replaced by
that of an elephant in the myth. On the other hand, Skanda was born of Siva's seed,
but not of Parvati’s womb. This complex iconography and ridiculously complicated
myth cannot be explained by Siva’s elevation to the highest abstract principle. If,



Dancing Gods 0.1

4. Siva and his household (Siva-paficaiyatana).

From un 18th ccntury painting (Peshwa period) at Wai. The main figures are Siva,
Ganeda, Parvati, Skanda. The attendants, originally‘ goblins, have become courtiers and
flunkeys. On the steps arc Siva's bull (Nandi) and Ganea's rat ; Skanda's vahkaeng, the
peacock, is not represented.

however, we note that Siva is a cosmic dancer (fig. 5), that a dance by the tribal
medicine-man or witch-doctor is essential in most primitive fertility rites, the way to
an explanation seems clear. We have only to compare the Ice-age Chamois-masked
dancer of Les Trois Freres (fig. 6),c or the French stone-age ‘diablotins,” with the
medieval dancing Siva-Natarija and the buffalo-horned Indus Siva. The elephant-
headed GaneSa also appears as a dancer, nrtta-ganesa (fig. 7) at times; has he no
oconnection whatever with the European ice-age dancer (fig. 8) who wears a mammoth
mask as head-dress, and imitates the mammoth’s tusks with his arms? Would not
such dancers explain the fact that Ganes$a is supposed to have just one tusk ; the Indian
tribal dancer’s two arms would not have sufficed to imitate the trunk and both tusks
simultaneously. The monkey-faced Hanumin, depicted carrying a mountain in one

...



0.1 Primitive Dancers

5. Siva as nata rija.

6. French Ice-age cave painting
(Les Trois Fréres) of masked
dancer.

hand, lecans about (fig. 9) like any
vigorous dancing savage. The
meaning of Henamat is “with a
chin”--one  human  anatomical
feature not poscessed by any mon-
key ; Heanumdan dancers who leap
higch under divine inspiration are
still a feature of South Konkan
holt spring {estivals. Those wh#
feel ennoblid by thinking of Siva
as the fundamental cosmic prin-
ciple, and his dance as the activa-
ting essence of the whole universe
of matter, movement, thought and
action have no recason to fecl
offecnded.  They have tried to rise
above the primit‘xve man’s circum-
scribed ideology without discarding
his imagery.

=k

7. Dancing Ganeéa.

---5



Change to Patriarchy { 0.2

8. Mammoth-dancer of Ice-age France. 9. Hanum@n.

2. Many other parts of the world passed through parallel stages. This includes
Europe and pre-conquest America ; contemporary Africa preserves many beliefs that
enable us to restore the Indian past. Western history shows far greater stress upon
systematic violence in making the change. As Robert Graves put it in his White
Goddess : *

Swordsman of the narrow lips,
Narrow hips and murderous mind
Fenced with chariots and ships,
By your joculators hailed

The mailed wonder of mankind,
Far to westward have you sailed.

You who, capped with lunar gold
Like an old and savage dunce,

Let the central hearth go cold,
Grinned, and left us here your sword
Warden of sick fields that once -
Sprouted of their own accord.



0.2 European and Indian Ideals
]

This is entirely in the European cultural and literary tradition based uport
prowess and — later —love, or to put it crudely : violence and sex. In contrast,
Indian tradition combines religion with love (or sex with superstition). The Ilied,
like the Makdbharata, is primarily an epic of warfare. In the extant Mahabharala,
the main thread of the narrative is lost in minor narratives (upakhyana) which drown
the war story in priestly cant or philosophic lore. The work as it now cxists 18 a
formless, illogical mass. It is not that the Greek heroes expressed no philosophy.
Achilles says to Priam’s defenceless son, caught loitering in a vineyard :

Far better than thou was Patroclus ; he could not choose but din !
Seest not thou how goodly and fair and tall am I?

A princely father begat me, a goddess mother bore ;

Yet my death and the o'ermastering doom are hard by the door.

It shall hap in the dawn or the cventide or at the noon of the day
That someone shall take my life, even mine, in the midst of the fray.

* A clear philosophy, without pity, fear or hesitation, which cnabled Achilles to cut
the innocent stripling’s throat calmly. But it does not seem to ft into the Indian
tradition, nor be the way in which the Indian warrior class saw. itself, whatever evil
practices were actually the usage of Indian warfare. The way was clear in Europe
to Beowulf, the hero who smote ever too hard for the mectal of his own sword. The
Chanson de Roland loses its military history in legend, but it is hardly to Christianity
what the Mbh with its Bhagaved-gita is to Hinduism. Horatius at the bridge, Grettir
the Strong, Hereward the Wake, Bussy d'Amboise are matched by Indian epic figures
like Karna, Bhisma, Abhimanyu ; but the treatment differs beyond coriparison. The
phyzsical bravery of the European characters stands out as for its own sake, without
identification with the immense forces of Good and Evil whereby the Indian war-
heroes mitigate the fundamental brutality of warfare to become purely symbolic. To
the Carolingian cycle, a new element of romance was added, at the end of the feudal
period. Correspondingly, the famous Rdso sagas of Rajasthin combine love-making
with prowess. But how great the diference! The Mahabharata imposeg its form
and its formlessness even upon the Prthvi-raja-raso. For the rest, those who deplore
the brutal western tradition might briefly congjder the undeniable fact that Hellenic
sali vanished at the dawn of Greek history, whereas the practice of burning widows
alive really gained its gruesome force in India in medieval and feudal times. Every-
thing regarded as the best in India’s philosophy was then available, but the applica-
tions left something to be desired. -

Achilles was a real person of the bronze age in Greece, whether or not he
performed any of the Homeric feats. His saga is not good history, though history

¢« e



History through Episodes 0.3

might occasionally peep -through isolated battle episodes of the chronicles. Two
examples suffice. Earl Simon de Montfort, cornered on a raw English day in August
1265, saw the troops of prince Edward advance in compact ordier and knew that his
time had run out. “How well the churls come on”, said he in unwilling admiration ;
and then, bitterly, “It was from me they learnt it.” This is a personal tragedy, which
discloses nothing of underlying history., The speaker had founded Parliament, and
his death was to show that the samc parliament would not serve to make the King
of England a puppet in the hands of his barons ; but we have to find this out for
ourselves from other sources. The last words of Epameinondas serve us better.
Struck down in the heat of tho battle of Mantineia at the very moment of a signal
victory, he tried to entrust the conduct of the remaining operations to another. “Call
Deiophantus” was the order, answcred by “He has fallen in the battle”. “Call
Iolaidas” ; “He too has fallen in the battle”’. The general said with his dying breath,
“Then you must make your peace with the enemy”, pulled the fatal barb out of his
chest and expired while friend and foe stood paralysed on the battlefield. There was
no third person in the entire Boiotian army who could direct the fairly simple tactical
operation of mopping up. These last words are perhaps the most pathetic in sthe
whole of Greek history, for they sum up the basic tragedy of the tiny city-states
that could neither co-exist in peace nor combine into sufficiently large groups to resist
external aggression. The days when a Macedonian phalanx would annihilatc the
Theban army in one battle, the reduced legions of Sylla rage through IHcellas like a
tornadn, and Mummius stamp Corinth out almost as a contemptuous gesture, are all
reflected in the dying words.

3. Parallels between European Ice-Age drawings and modern Indian representa-
tions of certain deities need not imply a direct line of descent. Without discussing any

10. ‘Sketch-sheet’ pebbles of the Aurignacian period, from which
full-size replicas were drawn ; the size here is about 3}”.



0.3 ] Seals and Chimaeras

of the numerous diffusionist theses, I
merely say that people who live by
similar methods and techniques often
produce similar cults, just as they
produce similar artifacts of stone. For
example, we have more than one ‘sketch-
sheet’ which served in Auringnacian
France (fig. 10) as model from which
cave artists drew full-sized animals faith-
fully. The exact duplication was un-
doubtedly an act of faith to promote
fertility or success in hunting. The ritual
valuc of duplicgtion continues to later
times when a stamp seal about the sire
of the °‘sketch-sheet,” generally with an
animal as its main figure, was used in
tht Indus valley. Stamping the sea!
upon clay had originally some religious
significance. Cultic cylinder seals have
been discovered in Mesopotamia while
many Indus sealings show no impression
upon the underside which might have
indicated contact with any package of
merchandise. Sealing could protect a
parcel at the earliest stages only by im-
posing a generally understood religious tabu. It took a considerable development of
society before the seal became just a signature and its intact condition a sign that the
package had not been tampered with.

11. Multiple Ice-age sketch-sgeet from Europe.

Some of these sketch-sheets economize by placing many sketches on a single
pebble (fig. 11). The obvious development here would be to merge these figures into
various fanciful hybrids and chimacras. An added incentive must have been supplied
by the merger of human groups with different totems. This would account for the
man-tiger on an Indus seal (fig. 12), the logick! ancestor of the man-lion (Narasimha)
incarnation of Visnu (figz. 1. 8). There are many such hybrids in Harappan and
Mohenjo-daro seals, so that the idea of iconic fusion was quite familiar. The southemn
e'ephant-lion (Yali) combination goes back to such ancient pictorial hybridization.
Its religious significance is hidden under the modern explanation in Tamil-Nad that
the Narasimha incarnation got out of hand, so that Visnu had to incamate himself
as a Yali to subdue his own rebellious monster form ! The gaja-vrsabha, or at least
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Primitive Roots of Indian Philosophy [0.3

@E a bull-elephant chimaera was noted on a Jamdet Nasr seal
by H. Frankfort.* It provides important evidence of inti-
mate contact at a very early date between Mesopotamian
and Indus cultures, perhaps even a common stratum of
people. To my mind, the ardha-nérisvara (fig. 13) utilizes
this techrique of hybridization to merge two deities, so that
12. Man-tiger on simultaneous reverence could be and had to be offered to
Indus seal. both, The marriage of Siva to Pfrvati was unquestionably
a ‘iater event, when human marriage had become a high ccremonial in the particular
society and the pairing marriage was generally recognized. This type of explanation
avoids Euhemeristic rationalization as well as the mystic's or theologian’s contempt
for reality.

The reluctance to admit the primitive roots of Indian religious philosophy and to
face the survival of primitive belief in the country may stem in part from the normal
reaction of the Indian intellectual to the long humiliation of a repressed colonial life
which still remains a vividly unpleasant memory. The real difficulty, however, lies
in the failure to understand that primitive observances served a totally different pur-
pose under the conditions when they first came into general use. The Holi spring
festival, now 1egarded by law and public opinion as ohscene, licentious and depraved,
can be traced to remotest savagery. Yet, at the
time when food gathering was the norm, with
a most uncertain supply of food and meagre
diet, a considerable stimulus was necessary for
procreation. Obscenity was then essential in
order to perpetuate ihe species. But the
original saturnalia was never dcpraved, as it
became inevitably when agriculture meant heavy
labour as well as regular nourishment, with a
corresponding change in man's appetites and
sexual function. Similarly, the Upanisadic
ridUles which display so much mysticism and
13. Ardha-nariSvara hermaphrodite  philosophy are only a step above the deadly

Siva-Parvati icon. riddles asked by yaksas of strangers at sacred
springs. The wrong answer in the earlier days meant ritual sacrifice of the intruder.
That such yaksas or their human representatives were a real menace is attested by the

*Henri Frankfort : Cylinder Seals (New York, 1939, plate VI. c).
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Recorded Tradition [ 0.3

Pali canon. The Paficaka-nipite of the Amgutiara-Nikdye says that contenporary
Madhurda (Mathurd) presented five ordeals to the wandering almsman : poorly sur-
faced roads, excessive dust, fierce dogs, cruel yeksas and scarcity of alms. All five
items must have been painfully real to almsmen who represented the food gatherers’
tradition, not the helplessness of modern beggars. Finally, those who dishke my
interpretation of the totemic monkey-dancer Hanumin might ponder upon the curious
ancestry claimed by certain Kanarese chieftains of the 10-12th centuries. Though
any number of higher genealogies were to be had from Puifinas, these worthics
insisted, upon claiming descent from the Rémayane monkey-king Balt (EJ 13. 186;
Ep. Carn. 4. YI. 25; IA 1901.110,260). Surely, primitive superstition was not so
very much worse than the economic philosophy of a modern aflluent socicty whith
destroys surplus grain and potatoes in a hungry world, or the political philosophy
which glorifies the ultimate thermonuclear deterient.

It is not the purpose of these essays to judge but to anulyse in so far as the
essayist’s knowledge sufficcs for the purpose. It seems to me that & great deal more
in the way of ficld work is nceded in every part of the country before we can begin to
theorize. However imperfect, the beginning is made here,

The fourth chapter of this book has not beon published clscwhere, The new discoveries
of picrced microliths, the Karha-Bhima track, megaliths of the Poona digtrict, and radio-
carbon dating of Buddhist caves arc announced here for the first time, ’l&lc necessary field
work was made possible by the cooperatinn of many. In particular, D. S. Chavda and V. N.
Sisodia brought badly nceded transport within my mcans; we were joined in the field by
P. Franklin, G. Sontheimer, S. Takahara, and T. Yamu«aki., Nothing could have been accom-
plished without the information willingly supplicd by innumcrable villagers who must remain
anocnymous. If, some day, an expedition with motor caravans, photographic gadgets, tape
recorders, mobile laboratories, sondage apparatus and helicopter-guided surveying equipment
takes the field—and the Indian peasant still exists—much more information coulg be extracted
from the same region.

The rest of the book consists of essays slightly modified for re-publication, Chapter I
appeared in Enquiry 2 (1959); in revised form, JESHQO vol. iv, 1960. Chap. Il : Journal
of the Asiatic Society of Bombay, vol. 27, 1951, pp. 1-30; with additions and illustrations in
Indian Studies . Past & Present, vol. I, no. 1, Oct. 1959, pp. 141-175. Chapter II1. JRAS.
1960. pp. 17-31 and 135-144. Chap. V : the Journal of the University of Bombay, 1947, vol,
xv. pt. 4, pp. 63-78. My thanks are due to the editors of these journals. The illustrations
were mostly prepared by my daughter Meera Kosambi. Readers will recognize my debt to
B. Malinowski, H. Obermaier, H. Breuil and H. Frankfort, among other giants; but more
than any other, to K. Marx.
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Social and
Economic aspects

of the
BHAGAVAD-GITA

The Bhagavad-Gita, “Song of the Blessed One”, forms part of the great Indian
epic Mahabharatc.® Its 18 adhydya chapters contain the report by Safijaya of a dia-
logue between the Pandava hero Arjuna and his Yadu Charioteer Kysna, the eighth
incamation of Vignu. The actual fighting is about to begin when Arjuna feels
revulsion at the leading part which he must play in the impending slaughter of cousins
and kinsmen. The exhortations of Lord Krsna answer every doubt through a complete
philosophical cycle, till Arjuna is ready to bend his whole mind, no longer divided
against itself, to the great killing. The Gita has attracted minds of bents entirely dif-
ferent from e3ch other and from that of Arjuna. FEach has interpreted the
supposedly divine words so differently from all the eothers that the original seems far
more suited to raise doubts and to split a personality than to heal an inner division.
Any moral philosophy which managed to receive so many variant interpretations from
minds developed in widely different types of society must be highly equivocal. No
question remains of its basic validity if the meaning be so flexible. Yet the book has
had its uses,

If a Mahabhdrata war had actually been fought on the scale reported, nearly five
million fighting men killed each other in“an 18-day battle between Delhi and Thinesar;
about 130,000 chariots (with their horses), an equal number of elephants and thrice
that many riding horses were deployed. This means at least as many camp-followers
and attendants as fighters. A host of this size could not be supplied without a total
population of 200 millions, which India did not attain till the British period, and could
not have reached without plentiful and cheap iron and steel for ploughshares and
farmers’ tools. Iron was certainly not available in any quantity to Indian peasants
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1.1} Kurus 1n History and Legend

before the 6th century BC. The greatest army camp credibly iepoirted was of 400,000
men under Candragupta Maurya, who commanded the surplus of the newly developed
Gangetic basin. The terms patti, gulma etc., given as tactical units in the Mbh did nct
acquire that meaning till after the Mauryans. The heroes fought with bows and arrows
from their chariots, as if the numerous cavalry did not exist; but cavalry—which
appeared comparatively late in ancient Indian warfare —made the fighting chariots
obsolete as was proved by Alexander in the Punjab.

The epic began, like the carly Homeiic chants, as a serics of lays sung at the court
of the conquerors. The lament was thinly veiled, presumably by irony; the defeated
Kurus survived in legend (e.g. the Kuru-dhawima j@laka) as uncurpassable in recti-
tude and nobility of character. Krspa-Nariyana had no role to play even in the first
connected epic narrative. Should the reader doubt all this, let him read the final cantos
of the extant Mbh. The Pandavas come in the end to disgraceful old age, and
unattended death in the wildemess. Their opponents are admitted to heaven as of
right, but the heroes are only transferied there from the tortures of hell, after a long
am stubborn effort by the cldest brother Yudhusthira, It strikes even the most casual
eye that this is still the older heaven of India and Yama; Krsna-Daifiyana is not its
dominant figure, but a palpable and 1riflmy insertion in a corner.

Those legendary Utopians, the pure and unconguerable Uttara-Kurus of the
Digha Nikaya (DN 32) and the Aitareya Brahmana (AB 8.14; 8.23) are not to be
confused with the Kurus who survived in hisiorical times near Delhi-Mecrut. The
Buddha preached several of his sermons at th- scttlement Kammiisa-damma in Kuru-
land (Majjhima Nikaya 10; 75; 106) while their capital seems to have becn at Thulla-
kotthita (MN 82), the seat of the nameless petty tribal Kuru chief, pxcsumably des-
cended from the Pandava conqua«rors whom the epic was to inflate beyond all limits.
This negligible ‘ kingdom ' cither faded away o1 was among the tribal groups system-
atically destroyed by the Magadhan emperor Mahipadma Nanda, a few years before
Alexander’s raid into the Punjab. The memory, however, remains——as of a tribe, but
not a full-fledged kingdom with a class structure—in the eleventh book of the
Artha$astra, along with similar oligarchies like the Licchavis and the Mallas known to
have been destroyed about 475 BC. As for Nindyana, it might be noted here that the
famous benedictory initial stanza Nardyanayy namaskriya, which would make the
whole of the extant Mbh into a Vaisnava document, was stripped off by V. S. Suk-
thankar's text-criticism in 1933 as a kte forgery.

1.1. FOR WHAT CLASS ?

We know that the Gitd exercised a profound influence upon Mahdtma Gandhi,
B. G. Tijak, the 13th century Mahérstrian reformer Jiiane$var, the earlier Vaignava
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With and without the Gila [1.1

acarye Ramanuya, and the still earlier Samkara.? Though both fought hard in the
cause of India’s liberation from British rule, Tilak and the Mah#atm3i certainly did not
draw concordant guidance for action from the Gité. Aurcbindo Ghose renounced the
struggle for India’s freedom to concentrate upon study of the Gita. Lokamanya Tilak
knew the Jsignesvari comment, but his Gita-rahasya is far from being based upon the
earlier work. Jfiine§var himself did not paraphrase Samkara on the Gitd, nor does
his very free interpretation fcllow Riméanuja; tradition ascribes to him membership of
the rather fantastic nathe sect. Riminuja’s Vaisnavism laid a secure foundation for
the acrid controversy with the earlier followers of Siva who came into prominence with
the great Samkara. But then, why did Samkara also turn to the Bhagavad-gita?

What commmon need did these outstanding thinkers have that was at the same time
not felt by ordinary people, even of their own class? They all belonged to the leisure-
class of what, for lack of a better term, may be called Hindus. The consequent bias
must not be ignored, for the great comparable poet-teachers from the common people
did very well without the Gitd. Kabir, the Baniras weaver, had both Muslim and
Hindu followers for his plain yet profound teaching. Tukarim knew the Gité through
the JrAdnesvari, buy worshipped Visnu in his own way by meditation upon God and
contemporary socicty in the ancient caves (Buddhist and natural) near the junction
of the Indrayani and Paiind rivers. Neither Jayadeva's Gita-govinda, so musical and
supremely beauti{ul a literary effort, (charged with the love and mystery of Krsna's
cult) nor the Visnuite reforms of Caitanya that swept the pcasantry of Bengal off its
fect were founded on the rock of the Gité. 1 have yet to hear that the heterogeneous
collection which forms the Sikh canon owes anything substantial directly to the Git7,
though it preterves verses due to Jayadeva, and the Maharastrian Namdev.
JfiineSvar ran foul of current brahmin beliet at Alandi, and had to take refuge about
1290 AD on the south bank of the Godavari, in the "domains of Rimacandra Yadava,
to compose his famous gloss in the common people’s language.

We know as little of the historic action taken or instigated by Samkara and
Ramanuja as we should have known of Tilak’s had only his Gita-rahasya survived.
Yet, about the year 800, Samkara was active in some manner that resulted—according
to tradition—in the abolition of many Buddhist monasteries. That this was achieved
by his penetrating logic and sheer ability in disputation is now, the general Hindu
belief. The mass of writing leit in his name, and what is given therein as the Buddhist
doctrine which he refutes, make only one thing clear: that he had not the remotest idea
of Gotama Buddha's original teaching. Buddhism as practised in the monasteries had
in any case degenerated into Lamaism with opulent vikére foundations which were a
serious drain upon the economy of the country. That Samkara’s activity provided a
stimulus to their abolition, and Rimanuja’s some handle against the wealthier barons
whose worship of Siva was associated in the popular mind with their oppressive land-
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1.2] The Gita as Scripture

rent, seems a reasonable conclusion on the evidence before us Otherwise, it would be
difficult to explain why the richer, aristocratic landholders opted for Siva, the poorer,
and relatively plebeian overwhelmingly for Visnu, in the bitter smérta-vaispava feuds.
it is difficult to believe that they could come to blows becausc of differing religious philo-
sophy. Samkara managed to discover a higher and lower knowledge in the Upanisads
which allowed him ‘“‘to conform to the whole apparatus of llindu belief’- whatever
that may mean—‘on the lower plane, while on the higher he finds no true reality in
anything; his logic, it has been well said, starts by denying the truth of the proposition
‘A is either B or not B’... At dcath the soul when released is merged in the absolute
and does not continue to beldistinct from it”. According to Ramdnuja, “if in a scnse
there is an absolute whenee all is derived, the individual souls and matter still have
a reality of their own, and the end of life is not merger in the absolute but continued
blissful existence, This state is to be won by bhakti, faith in and devotion to God.”
It is not possible to imagine that subtle arguments on these tenuous ideas gripped the
masses, that people could be whipped up to a frenzy mercly by the concept of res-
tricted dualism (wiSistaddvaita) or thoroughgoing dualism (dvaita). Yet frenzied
conflict there was, for centuries. Neither side objccted to rendering faithful service
at the same time to beef-eating Muslim overlords, who knocked brfhmins off without
compunction or retribution, and desecrated temples without divine punishment.

The main conclusion is surely the following : Practically anything can be read
into the Gita by a determined person, without denying the validity of a class system,
THE GITA FURNISHED THE ONE SCRIPTURAL SOURCE WIIICH COULD BE USED WITHOUT
VIOLENCE TO ACCEPTED BRAHMIN METHODOLOG Y, T DRAW INSPIRATION AND JUSTIFiCA-
TION FOR SOCIAL ACTIONS IN SOME WAY DISAGREEABLE TO A BRANCH @F THE RULING
CLASS upon whose mercy the brohmins depended at the moment. That the action was
not mere personal opportunism is &bvious in cach of the cases cited above. It remains
to show how the document achieved this unique position.

1.2. A REMARKABLE INTERPOLATION

That the song divine is sung for the upper classes by the brahmind and only
through them for others, is clear. We hear from the mouth of Kpgna himself
(G.9.32): “For those who take refuge in Me be they even of the sinful breeds such
as women, vaifyas, and Sidras..” That is, all women and all men of the working
and producing classes are defiled by their very birth, though they may in after-life be
freed by their faith in the god who degrades them so casually in this one. Not only
that, the god himself had created such differences (G.4.13): “The four-caste (-class)
division has been cneated by Me”; this is proclaimed in the list of great achievements,

The doctrines are certainly not timeless?, Ethics come into being only as they
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Synthests and Revision

serve some social need. i?ood-producing society (as distinct from conflicting aggre-
gates of food-gathering tribal groups) originated in the fairly recent and definite
historical past, so that the principles upon which it may work at some given stage
could not have been expressed from eternity. The ‘Git@ sets out each preceding doctrine
in a masterly and sympathetic way without naming or dissecting it, and with con-
summate skill passes smoothly on to another when Arjuna asks “why then do you ask
me to do something so repulsive and clearly against this?”” Thus, we have a brilliant
(if plagiarist) review-synthesis of many schools of thought which were in many respects
mutually incompatible. The incompatibility is never brought out; all views are
simply facets of the one divine mind. The best in each system is derived, naturally,
as from the high God. There is none of the polemic so characteristic of disputatious
Indian philosophy; only the Vedic ritual beloved of the Mimidmsakas is condemned
outrightt The Upanisads are well—if anonymously—represented, though the
Svetasvalara Upanisad alonc contains the germ of bhakli, and none the theory of per-
fection through a large succession of rebirths. This function of karma is characteristi-
cally Buddhist. Without Buddhism, G.2.55-72 (rccited daily as prayers at Ma.hit._mé
Gandhi’s d§rama) would be impossible. The brahma-nirvéna of G. 2.72, and 5.25
is the Buddhist ideal stats of escape from the effect of karma. We may similarly trace
other—unlabelled-—schools of thought such as Samkhya and Mimamsa down to early
Vedinta (G. 15. 15 supported by the reference to the Brahma-siira in G.13.4). This
he'ps date the work as somewhere between 150-350 AD, nearer the later than the
earlicr date. The ideas are clder, not original, execpt perhaps the novel use of bhakti.
The language is high classical Sanskrit such as could not have been written much before
the Guptas, theugh the metre still shows the occasional irregularity (G. 8. 104, 8. 11,
15. 38, &c) in tristubhs, characteristic of the Mbh as a whole. The Sanskrit of the
high Gupta period, shortly after the time of the Gitd, would have been more careful
in versification.

It is known in any case that the Mbh and the Purinas suffered a major revision®
in the period given above. The Mbh in particular was in the hands of Brahmins
belonging Yo the Bhrgu clan, who inflated it to about its present bulk (though
the process of inflation continued afterwards) before the Gupta age came to
flower. The Purdnas also continued ¢o be written or rewritten to assimilate some
particular cult to Brahminism. The last discernible redaction of the main Purdna
group refers to the Guptas still as local princes between Fyzabad and Prayag.t This
context fits the Gitd quite well. The earliest dated mention of anything that could
possibly represent the Gita is by Hsiuen Chuéang,’ early in the seventh century, who
refers to a Brahmin having forged at his king’s order such a text, (supposedly of anti-
quity) which was then ‘discovered’, in order to foment war. The fact does remain
that the Mb# existed in two versions at the time of the Asvalayana Grhyae Siitra, which
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1.2} The Opporiunmist Redaction

refers both to the Bhdrata and the Mahdbharata.t The prologue of the piesent
Mbh repeats much the same information in such a way as to make it evident that the
older 24,000-§loka Bharata was still current at the time the longer version was pro-
mu'gated. Every attempt was made to ascribe both to the great ‘expander’, Vyfsa,
to whom almost every Purdna is also ascribed. A commion factor is the number 18,
which had some particular sanctity for the mwhol complex, and for the Brahmins
connected therewith. There are 18 main goirae clan-groups of brahmins’ though the
main 75§t sages are only seven in number; many of the 18 (e.g. the kevala Bhirgavas
and kevala Angirasas) are difficult to fit into a rational scheme. Correspondingly,
there are 18 main Purapas, and 18\ parvan sections of the Mbh, though the previous
division was into 100, as we learn from the prologue. The very action of the Bhiratah
war was fought over 18 days between 18 legions. The Git@ has also 18 adhydyas,
which is surely not without significance. That the older Bharata epic had a shorter
but similar Git@ is most unlikely. One could expect some sort of an exhortation to
war, as is actually contained in G. 2. 37: “If slain, you gain heaven; if victorious, the
earth; so up, son of Kunti, and concentrate on fighting”. These lines fit the occasion
vely well. Such pre-battle urging was customary in al! lands at all times (advocated
even by the supremely practical Arthaeéastra, 10.3) thfough invocations
and incantations, songs of bards, proclamations by heralds, and speech of captain or
king. What is highly improbable—except to the brahmin bent upon getting his »iti
revisions into a popular lay of war—is this most intricate three-hour discourse on
moral philosophy, after the battle-conches had blared out in mutual defiance and two
vast armies had begun their inexorable movement towards collision.

To put it bluntly, the utility of the Gita derives from its peculiar fundamental
defect, namely dexterity in seeming to reconcile the irreconcilable. The high god
repeatedly emphasizes the great virtue of non-killing (ahimsa), yet the entire discourse
is an incentive to war. So. G.2.19 fl. says that it is impossible to kill or be killed.
The soul merely puts off an old body as a man his old clothes, in exchange for new;
it cannot be cut by weapons, nor suffer from fire, water or the storm. In G. 11, the
terrified Arjuna sees all the warriors of both sides rush into a gigantic Vignu-Kma's
innumerable voracious mouths, to be swallowed up or crushed. The moral is pointed
by the demoniac god himself (G. 11.33): that all the warriors on the field had really
been destroyed by him; Arjuna’s killing them Would be a purely formal affair whereby
he could win the opulent kingdom. Again, though the yajfia sacrifice is played down
or derided, it is admitted in G.3. 14 to be the generator of rain, without which food
and life would be impossible. This slippery opportunism characterizes the whole book.
Naturally, it is not surprising to find so many Gité@ lovers imbued therewith. Once
it is admitted that material reality is gross illusion, the rest follows quite simply; the
world of “doublethink” is the only one that matters.
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Conlemporary Neglect | 1.3
t
The Gitd was obvioucly a new composition, not the expansion of some propor-
tionately shorter religious instruction in the old version. I next propose to show that
the effort did not take hold for some centuries after the composition. ‘

1.3. NOT SUFFICIENT UNTO THE PURPOSE

The lower classes were necessary as an audience, and the heroic lays of ancient
war drew. them to the recitation. This made the epic a most convenient vehicle for
any doctrine which the brahmins wanted to insert; even better than rewriting the
Purénas, or faking new Puranas for age-old cults. The Sanskrit language was con-
venient, if kept simple, because the Prakrits were breaking apart into far too many
regional languages; Sanskrit was also the language which the upper classes had begun
to utilize more and more, Kusina and Satavahana inscriptions are in the popular
lingua franca used by monk and trader. But from 150 AD, there appears a new type
of chief (oftener than not of foreign origin like Rudradaman) who brags® in ornate
Sanskrit of his achicvements, including knowledge of Sanskrit. The Buddhists had
begun to ignore the Teacher’s injunction t> use the common people’s languages; they
too adopted Sanskrit. The high period of classical Sanskrit literature really begins
with their religious passion-plays and poems, such as those written by A$vaghosa.®
A patrician class favouring Sanskrit as well as the Sanskrit-knowing priestly class
was in existence.

No one could object to the interpolationi® of a story (akhyana) or episode.
After all, the Mbh purports to be the recitation in the Naimisa forest to the assembled
sages and ascetics by a bard Ugrasravas, who repeated what Vyasa had sung to
Janamejaya as having been reported by Safijaya to Dhrtarastra! The brahmins were
dissatisfied with the profit derived from the Gité, pot with its authenticity. So, we
have the Anu-gita'* as a prominent sequel in the 14th Canto (ASvaemedha-parvaen).
Arjuna confesses that he has forgotten all the fine things told before the battle, and
prays for another lesson. Krsna replies that it would be impossible even for him to
dredge it out of his memory once again; the great effort was not to bz duplicated.
However, gn incredibly shoddy second Gitd is offered instead which simply cxtols
brahminism and the brahmin. Clearly, that was felt necessary at the time by the
inflators though no one reads it now, apd it cannot be compared to the first Gita even
for a moment. ’

Secondly, the Gilé as it stands could not possibly help any ksatriya in an immi-
nent struggle, if indeed he could take his mind off the battle long enough to understand
eveh a fraction thereof. The ostensible moral is : “Kill your brother, if duty calls,
without passion; as long as you have faith in Me, all sins are forgiven.” Now the
history of India always shows not only brothers but even father and son fighting to
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1.3 1 Divine Moralily in Action

the death over the throne, without the slightest hesitation or need for divine guidance.
Indra took his own father by the foot and smashed him (RV 4. 18, 12), a feat which
the brahmin Vamadeva applauds. Ajatasatru, king of Magadha, imprisoned his
father Bimbisira to usurp the throne, and then had the old man killed in prison. Yet,
even the Buddhists!? and Jains as well as Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (2.1) praise the
son (who was the founder of India’s first great empire) as a wise and able king. The
Arthasastra (A.1.17-18) devotes a chapter to precautions against such ambitious
heirs-apparent; and shows in the next how the heir-apparent could circumvent them
if he were in a hurry to wear the crown. Krsna himself at Kuruksetra had simply to
point to the Yadava contingent, his own people, who were fighting in the oppositg
ranks. The legend tells us that all the Yddavas ultimately perished fighting among
themselves. Earlier, Krsna had killed his maternal uncle Kamsaﬂ‘ The tale gains
a new and peculiar force if it be remembered that under mother-right, the new chief
must always be the sister's son of the old.

Thirdly, Krsna as he appears in the Mbk is singularly ill-suited to propound any
really moral doctrine. The most venerable character of the epic, Bhisma, takes up
the greatest of Mbh parvans (Santi) with prcaching morality ofi three important
questions : King-craft (réje-dharma), conduct in distress (dpad-dharma), and eman-
cipation (moksa-dharma). As regent, he had administered the kingdom to which he
had freely surrendered his own right. He had shown irresistible prowess and incom-
parable knightly honour throughout a long life of unquestioned integrity. The sole
reproach anyone can make is that he uses far too many words for a man shot full of
arrows, dying like a hedgehog on a support of its own quills. Still,.Bhism seems
eminently fitted to teach rectitude. But Kpsna? At every single crisis of the war,
his advice wins the day by the creokedest of means which could never have occurred
to the others. To kill Bhisma, Sikhandin was used as a living shield against whom
that perfect knight would not raise a weapon, because of doubtful sex. Dropa was
polished off while stunned by the deliberate false report of his son's death. Kama
was shot down against all rules of chivalry when dismounted and unarmed; Duryo-
dhana was bludgeoned to death after a foul mace blow that shattered his tﬁigh. This
is by no means the complete list of iniquities. When taxed with these transgressions,
Kysna replies bluntly at the end of the Salya-pdrvan that the man could not have been
killed in any other way, that victory could never have been won otherwise. The calcu-
lated treachery of the Arthaiastra saturates the actions of this divine exponent of the
Bhagavad-gita. It is perhaps in the same spirit that leading modern exponents of
the Gita and of ahinsa like Rijaji have declared openly that non-violence is all very
well as a method of gaining power, but o be scrapped when power has heen captured :
“When in the driver’s seat, one must use the whip.”"*
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Syncretism {1.4

1.4 WY KRSNA ?

Just as the Mbh could be used as 2 basis only because people came to hear the
war-story recited, Krsna could have been of importance only if his cult were rising in
popularity, yet ufficiently unformed for such barefaced remoulding. The cult, how-
ever, is clearly synthetic. The identification with Narayana is a syncretism, taking
origina'ly distinct cuits as one. Inthe same direction 18 the assimilation of many Sagas
to a single Krsna Jegend, whether of not the original hero bore the epithet of Krsna.
There would, however, be 1o question of creating 2 new, cult out of whole cloth; some
worship or set of similar worships must already have been in existence among the
common people before any brahmins could be attracted thereto. The best such recent
example 18 that of Satya-natﬁyana. ‘the true Narayana', SO popular all over the
country, but which has no {oundation whatever in scripture, and which is not even
mentioned 000 years 2g0- Indeed, the origin seems to be in the popular legends of

one Satya Pir, in Bengal; the Pir himself became Satyanardyana.

The vedas have a Visou, but 00 Narayana. The etymology seems to be ‘he who
gleeps upon the flowing waters (n@rd)’ and this is taken as the steady state (fg. 1.1
of Narayana.'® It precisely describes the Mesopotamian Ea or Enki, who sleeps
in his chamber in the midst of the waters, 35 Sumerian myth and many 2 SQumerian

1.1 Narayaga asleep on the waters.
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1.4} The Flood Incarnations

1.2 Ea-Enki in his water-surrounded chamber; detail of Mesopotamian seal.
1.4 Merman and Mermaid on Mesopotamian button-seal.

seal, (fig. 1.2) tell us. The word ndré (plural) for ‘the waters’ is not Indo-Aryan.
Both the word and the god might conceivably go back to the Indus Valley. The later
appearance in Sanskrit only means that the peaceful assimilation of the people who

1.6 The Boar incarnation.

transmitted the legend was late.
At any rate, the flood-and-creation
myth (so natural in a Monsoon
country) connects the first three
avalaras, (figs. 1.3, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7)
Fish, Tortoise and Boar—surely
related to primitive totemic
worships. The Fish has its
Mesopotamian counterparts (fig.
1.4). One performance of this
Narayana is shared by Krsna in the
Gita : the viSva-ripa-darsiana show-
ing that the god centains the
whole universe; he individually
represents the best specimen of
each species in it. Though
familiar to most of us as in Gila
10-11, there is a prototype version
without Krsna in Mbh 3.186.39-
112, which shows that an all-
pervading Néardyapa had been in-
vented much earlier.
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Incarnations of Visnu

[1.4

1.7 The Boar incarnation.

<D

1.9 The Dwarf (vimana).
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1.4]

In Visnu-land what Avatay ?

1.14 Kalki, the future incarnation,
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Beyond Good and Evil [ 1.4

The speech-goddess "fﬁg-ambhmi, in a famous but late hymn of the Rgveda
(RV. 10. 125), declares that she draws Rudra’'s bow, and is herself Soma and the sub-
stance of all that is best. The original god whose misdeeds are never sin is surely the
upanisadic Indra who says to Pratardana Daivodasi : “Know thou Me alone; this
indeed do I deem man’s supreme good—that he should know Me. 1 slew the three-
headed Tvigtra, threw the Arurmagha ascetics to the wolves, and transgressing many
a treaty, I pierced through and through the Prahlidiyans in the heavens, the Paulomas
in the upper air, and the Kalakaiijas on this earth. Yet such was I then that I never
turned a hair. So, he who understands Me, his world is not injured by any deed
whatever of his : not by his killing his own mother, by killing his own father, by
robbery, killing an embryo, or the commission of any sin whatever does his complexion
fade” (Kaus .Brah. Up. 3.2). The ‘breaking many a treaty’ is again the Arthasastra
king's normal practice, though that book mentions that in olden days even a treaty
concluded by simple word of mouth 'was sacred (A.7.17). Indra performed all these
dismal feats in vedic tradition, but that tradition nowhere makes him proclaim himself
as the supreme object for bhakti; papa and bhakti are not vedic concepts. No v?dic
god can bestow plenary absolution as in G.18.66: “Having cast off all (other)
beliefs, rites and observances, yield to Me alone ; I shall deliver you from all sins,
never fear’. The reason Krsna could do this and not Indra was that the older god
was clearly circumscribed by immutable vedic siaktes and tied to the vedic yajsia fire-
ritual. He was the model of the barbarous Aryan war-leader who could get drunk
with his followers and lead them to victory in the fight. His lustre had been sadly
tarnished by intervening Buddhism, which had flatly denied yajfia and brought in
a whole new. qonception of morality and social justice. The pastoral form of bronze-
age society with which Indra was indissolubly connected had gone out of productive
existence. ]

Krsna or rather one of the many Kpsnas also represented this antagonism. The
legend of his enmity to Indra reflects in the Rgveda® the historical struggle of the
dark pre-Aryans against the marauding Aryans. The black skin-colour was not an
insurmountable obstacle, for we find a Krsna Angirasa as a vedic seer. The Yadus
are a vedic tribe too, but no Kpsna seems associated with them though the ‘bound
Yadu’ prisoner of war is mentioned. There was a ‘Kpsna the son of Devaki’ to whom
Ghora Angirasa imparted some moral discipline, according to Chandogya Up .3.17.1-7.
The Mahénubhavas take SEmdipani as Krsha's guru, and a few include the irascible
Durviisa in the list of his teachers. Krpgpa the athletic Kamsa-killer could beat anyone
in the arena, whether or not he was the same Krsna who trampled down Kiliya (fig.
1.15), the many-hcaded Nage snake-demon that infested the YamunB river at Mathurd.
Naturally the Greeks who saw his cult in India at the time of Alexander’s invasion
identified Krsna with their own Herakles.
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1.4) Krsna's Marriage and Death

One feature of the Krsna myth, which still puzzles Indlans. would have been quite
familiar to the Greeks. The incarnate god was killed—unique in all Indian tradition
—by an arrow shot into his heel, as were Achilles and other Bronze-age heroes. More-
over, the archer Jaras is given in most accounts as Krgna's half-brother, obviously the
tanist of the sacred king who had
to kill the senior twin. Kyspa
himself consoles the repentant
killer, and absolves him by saying
that his own time had come; the
sacred king’s appointed term had
ended. One might venture the
guess that the original unpardon-
able sin committed by Indra and
perhaps by Krsna as well was the
violation of matriarchal custom,
unthinkable in the older society,
bit which they managed to survive
triumphantly, and in comparison
to which all other sins paled into
insignificance. Certainly, the
gokula in which Krsna was brought
up would be patriarchal, as a
cattle-herders’ commune. But the
Vmdavane where he played his
pranks was sacred to a mother-
goddess, the goddess of a group
(vrnda) symbolized by the Tulasi
(Basil) plant. Krsna had to
marry that goddess, and is stiil
married to her every year, though
she does not appear in the noimal
list of his wives; originally, this
meant a hieros gamos with the
priestess who represented the
goddess, and the annual sacrifice
of the male consort. Inasmuch

as there is no myth of Krsnas
annual sacrifice, but only of
his having substituted for the husband, he seems to have broken the primitive usage,

as did Herakles and Theseus.

1.15 Kiliya trampled by Kysna.
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Naga cults; Vrsnis (1.4

The taming of the Ndga has perhaps a decper significance than Herakles decapi-
tating the Hydra, a feat still earlier portrayed (fig. 1.16) in the Mesopotamian glyptic.
The Ndga was the patron deity, perhaps aboriginal cult-object of the place. The
trampling down of Kiliya instead of killing indicates the obvious survival of Ndga
worship, and paiallels the action of Mahisasura-mardmi. Such cults survive to this
day, as for example that of Mani-naga, which has come down through the centuries
near Orissa. Nilamata-niga, for whom the brahmins wrote a special purana,’” was

) 3
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1.16 Kilking of the seven-headed Hydra; detail of Mesopotamian seal.

the primitive deity of KaSmir. The Naga Srikantha had to be faced in a duel by
Pusyabhiiti, king of Thanesar. Such local guardian nigas are current down to the
10th century work Nevasahasarka-carite. So, our hero had a considerable follow-
ing among the Indian people, even in the 4th century BC. By the later Sufiga period,
he was called Bhagavat, originally the Buddha's title. A Greek ambassador
Heliodoros!® praclaims himself convert to the cult, on the pillar near Bhilsi. That
Krsna had risen from the pre-Aryan people is c'ean from a Paninian reference (Pan.
4.3.98, explained away by the commentator Patafijali) to the effect that neither Kysna
nor Arjuna counted as ksatriyas. But his antiquity is considerable, for he is the
one god who uses the sharp wheel, the missile discus, as his peculiar weapon. This
particular weapon is not known to the Vedas and went out of fashion well before
the time of the Buddha. Its historicity is attested only by cave paintings (fig. 1.17}
in erzapur which show raiding horse-charioteers (clearly enemies of the aboriginal
stone-age artists) one of whom is about to hurl such a wheel. The event and the
painting may fairly be put at about 860 BC' by which date the dark god was on
the side of the angels, no longer an aborigine himeelf.

A historical tribe of Vmsnis is actually known about the 2nd century AD by
a single coin (fig. 1.18) in the British Museum found near Hoshiarpur in the Punjab.
When Kmmna's people were driven out of Mathurd by fear of Jarasamdha (Mbhk.
2.13.47-49 and 2.13.65), they retreated WESTWARDS to found a new mountain-locked
city of Dviarakd, which is, therefore, more likely to have been near modern Darwiz
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Krsna as Messiah

ogh
o

1 17 Discus-throwing charioteer in a Mirzapur cave.

in Afghanistan rather than the Kathiawad seaport. When the Buddhist Mahamaysiri
mantra (circa 3rd century AD) speaks of Visnu as the guardian yaeksa of Dvaraka,
however (Sylvain Lévi, Journal Asiatiqué 1915.19-138; line 13 of Sanskrit text),
presurhab]y the latter city was meant; it is notable that Visnpu and not Krsna is named.
As for the Deccan Yédavas, the brahmins who found a genealogy which connected
them to the dark god had no deeper aim in the forgery than to raise the chiefs of a

local clan above the surrounding population..
L}

Finally, there was also the useful messianic aspect as in G. 4.7.2° The many
proto-historic Krsnas and current belief in transmigration made the evat@ra syncretism
possible. It could also lead the devotee in his misery to hope for a new avatara to
deliver him from oppression in this world, as he hoped for salvation in the next.

1.18a 1.18b Vrsni tribal coin (enlarged).
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Fusion of Cults and Icons [1.5

1.5. WHEN DOES A SYNTHESIS WORK ?

Like the avatdras of Visnu-Narayana, the various Krsnas gathered many different
worships into one without doing violence to any, without smashing or antagonizing
any. Krsna the mischievous and beloved shepherd lad is not incompatible with Krana
the extraordinarily virfle hushand of many women. His ‘wives’ were originally local
mother-goddesses, each in her own right. The ‘husband’ eased the transition from
mother-right to patriarchal life, and allow-
ed the original cults to be practised on a

subordinate level. This is evef better seen \ Q\ . /f//
. . . . ) V;
in the marriage of Siva and Parvati which \\( 7 \J w iy
was supplemented by the Ardha-narisvara \
hermaphrodite [half Siva, half Parvati, (fig.
13) just to prevent any separation].
Mabhisgsura (Mhasoba), the demon “killed”
by that once independent goddess, is still
occasionally worshipped near her temple (as
at the foot of Parvati hill2* in Poona).
Sometimes, (as at Vir) he is found married
to a goddess (Jogubdi) now equated to
Durgid while afiother goddess (Tuk@i) simi-
larly identified is shown crushing the buffalo
demon on the adjacent hillock. The wide-
spread N&ga cult was absorbed by putting
the cobra about Siva's neck, using him as
the canopied bed on which Nirayana floats
in perpetua) sleep upon the waters, and put-
ting him also in the hand of Gane$a. The
bull Nandi was worshipped by stone-age 1.19 Diablotin at Les Trois Fréres cave.
people long before Siva had been invented
to ride on his back. The list can be
extended by reference to our complex iconography, and study of the divine households.
Gapeéa's animal head and human body equate him to the ‘sorcerers’ and diablo-
tins?? painted by ice-age men (fig. 1.19) in European caves.

This is “in the Indian character”, and we have remarked that a similar attitude
is reflected in 'the philosophy of the Gitd No violence is done to any preceding
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1.5] The Economics of Iconoclasm
L}

doctrine except vedic yajria. The essential is taken from each by a remarkably kecn
mind capable of deep and sympathetic study; all arc fitted together with consummate
skill and literary ability, and cemented by bhakti without developing their contradic-
tions. The thing to mark is that the Indian character was not always so tolerant. There
are periods when people came to blows over doctrine, ritual, and worship. Emperor
Harga SilAditya (circa 600-640 AD) of Kanauj found no difficulty in worshipping
Gauri, Mahe§vara-Siva, and the Sun, while at the same time he gave the fullest devo-
tion to Buddhism.?® His enemy Narendragupta-Sasanka, raided Magadha from
Bengal, cut down the Bodhi tree at Gaya, and wrecked Buddhist foundations wherever
he could. What was the difference? Why was a synthesis of the two religions,
actually practised by others besides Harsa (as literary references can show) nct suo
cessful?

Let me put it that the underlying difficulties were economic. Images locked up
too much useful metal; monasteries and temples after the Gupta age withdrew far too
much from circulation without replacement or compensation by adding to or stimu-
latihg production in any way. Thus, the most thoroughgoing iconociast in Indian
history was another king Harsa (1089-1101 AD) who broke up all ignages®* in Kaémir,
except four that were spared. This was done systematically under a special minis-
ter devotpalana-nayaka, without adducing the least theological excuse, though one could
easily have been found. The Kaémirian king remained a man ot culture, a patron of
Sanskrit literature and the arts; he presumably read the Gila too. But he needed funds
for his desperate fight against the Damara group of local barons. The particular
campaign was won, at the cost of making feudalism stronger than ever.

]

The conclusion to be drawn is that a dovetailing of the superstructure will be
possible only when the underlying differences are not too great. Thus, the Gitd was
a logical performance for the early Gupta period, when expanding village settlement
brought in new wealth to a powerful central government. Trade was again on the
increase, and many sects could obtain economic support in plenty. The situation had
changed entirely by the time of Harsa Siladitya, though many generous donations to
monasteries were still made. The villages had to be more or less self-contained and
self-supporting. Tax-collection by a highly centralized but non-trading state was
no longer a paying proposition, because commodity production per head and cash
trade were low;?" this is fully attested by the miserable coinage. The valuable, con-
centrated luxury trade of the Kusdna-Satavahana era had suffered relative decline in
spite of feudal and monastic accumulation of gold, silver, jewels, etc. Once magni-
ficent cities like Patna, no longer necessary for production, had dwindled to villages
ccntaining ruins which people could regard only as the work of superhuman beings.
There was no longer enough for all; one or the other group had to be driven to the
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A Hvbrid Cult [ 1.5

1 20 Hari-Hara.

wall. One such instance 1s the combined Hari-Hara cult {with an image half Siva,
half Visnu (fig. 1.20)] which had its brief day but could not remain in fashion much
beyond the 11th century. The followers of Hari and Hara found their interests too
widely separated, and we have the smarta-vaisnave struggle instead. With Mughal
prosperity at its lheight, Akbar could drecam of a synthetic Din-e-il@hi; Aurangzeb
could only try to augment his falling revenue by increased religious persecution and
the Jizyd tax on unbelievers. '

30



l1.61 - When Innotvations Fail

To sum up, writing the Giié was possible only in a period when it was not ab-
solutely necessary. Samkara could not do without the intense polemic of theological
controversy. To treat all views tolerantly and to merge them into one implies that
the crisis in the means of production is not too acute. FUSION AND TOLERANCE BECOME
IMPOSSIBLE WHEN THE CRISIS DEEPENS, WHEN THERE IS NOT ENOUGH OF THE SURPLUS
PRODUCT TO GO AROUND, AND THE SYNTHETIC METHOD DOES NOT LEAD TO INCREASED
PRODUCTION. Marrying the gods to goddesses had worked earlier beciause the conjoint
society produced much more after diffcrences between matriarchal and patriarchal forms
of property were thus reconciled. The primitive deities adopted into Siva’s or Visnu's
household helped enlist food-gathering aboriginals into a much greater food-producing
society. The alternative would have been extermination or enslavement, each of which
entailed violence with excessive strain upon contemporary production. The vedic Aryans
who tried naked force had ultimately to recombine with the autochthonous people. The
Gitd might help reconcile certain facticns of the ruling class. Its inner contradictions
could stimulate zome exceptional reformer to make the upper classes admit a new
reality by recruiting new, members. But it could not possibly bring about any funda-
mehtal change in the means of production, nor could its fundamental lack of con-
tact with reality and disdain for logical consistency promote 'a ratjonal approach to
the basic problems of Indian society.

1.6. THE S0CIAL FUNCTIONS OF BHAKTI

However, the Gitd did contain one innovation which precisely fitted the needs of a
later period : bhakli, personal devotion. To whoever composed that document, bhakti
was the justification, the one way of deriving all views from a single digine source. As
we have seen from the demand for the quite insipid Anu-Git@ sequel, this did not suffice
in its own day. But with the end of the great centralized personal empires in sight-—
Harsa's being the last—the new state had to be feudal from top to bottom. The
essence of fully developed feudalism is the chain of personal loyalty which binds retainer
to chief, tenant to lord, and baron to king or emperor. Not loyalty in the abstract but
with a secure foundation in the means and relations of production : land ownership,
military service, tax-collection and the conversion of local produce into commodities
through the magnates. This system was certainly not possible before the end of the
6th century AD. The key word?® is s@mante %hich till 532 at last meant ‘neighbour-
ing ruler’ and by 592 AD had come to mean feudal baron. The new barons were
personally responsible to the king, and part of a tax-gathering mechanism, The
‘Manusmrti king, for example, had no s@mantas; he had to administer everything
‘himself, directly or through agents without independent status. The further development
of feudalism ‘from below’ meant a class of people at the village level who had special
rights over the land (whether of cultivation, occupation, or hereditary ownership) and
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Religion under Feudalism . 1 1.6

[}
performed special armed service as well as service in tax-collection. To hold this type
of society and its state together, the best religion is one which emphasizes the role
of bhakti, personal faith, even though the object of devotion may have clearly visible
flaws.

Innumerable medieval rustic ‘hero’ stones** commemoiate the death in battle --
usually a local cattle-raid—of an individual whose status was above that of the
ordinary villager., In older days, the duty of protecting the disarmed villages would
have been performed by the gulma garrisoning the locality. The right to bear arms
(with the concomitant obligation to answer a call to arms) was now distributed among a
select class of persons scattered through the villages. Many inscriptions vaunt the
Ganga barons’ sacrifice of their own heads in front of some idol, to confer benefit
upon their king. Mbore than one epigraph declares the loca! warrior's firm inten-
tion not to survive his chief.2*# Marco Polo?*® reported of the 13th century Péndyas
that the seigneurs actually cast themselves upon the king's funeral pyre, to be con-
sumed with the royal corpse. This suits the bhakti temperament very well. Though
barbarous, it is not the type of loyalty that a savage triba! chief could expec or
receive from his followers, unless his tribe were in some abnormal situation.

Though bhakti was the basic need in fcudal ideology, its fruits were not enjoyed
equally by all. By the 12th century, feudal taxation had begun to weigh heavily
upon the peasantry, who paid not only for the luxurious palace but also its counter-
part the equally rich and even more ornate temple. Brahminism had definitely
come to the top, as may be seen from two monumental collections of the period,
namely the Krtyakalpataru of Bhatta Laksmidhara (minister of Govindacandra
Gahadaviala of Kanauj, circa 1150 AD); and a century later, Hemadri's quite simi-
lar Caturvargacintamani. ‘The latter was chancellér of the exchequer (maha-karana-
dhipa) under the last Yadavas of Devagiri (Daulatabad). He is described as the
outstanding computer (gaenakdgrani). A few tables for quick assessment survive in
Hemidri's name; the name is a'so (wrongly) coupled in Marithi tradition with the
general use of bdjri as cultivated food-grain, the cursive Mogi alphabet, and the
numerous ' close-jointed mortarless Yadava temples that had been built centuries
earlier, to develop from little shrines of matchless proportion and balance into rank,
clumsy, richly endowed structures by«the 12th century. Yet his magnum opus, far
from being another Artha$astra, or an 'Ain-i-Akbani, or an Indian Corpus Juris
Civilis, is concerned almost entirely with brahminical rites and ritual codified from
Purinas and other accepted religious books. The published seven volumes contain
perhaps three fifths of the original. Any person who performed even a tenth of the
special rites prescribed for any given deity, lunar date, transgression, celebration,
worship, festival or occasion would have no time for anything else; as a document
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1.6} Protest in Religious Guise

of a superstitious leisure class, none other known today will bear comparison with
it. A section on jurisprudence preserved in Laksmidhara's compendium shows that
common law was practised and decisions for each caste, tribe, and locality based
upon their particular custom; but the work repeats smyti doctrine without mention
of the innovations in practice, or discussion of a single case.

The protest was expressed in Mahédnastra by two different groups, both oriented
towards Krsnpa worship and—remarkably enough—supported by primitive survivals.
The Mahdnubhava or Manbhav sect was founded by Cakradhara in the 12th cen-
tury, and went back to the ideals of tribal, communal life. Black garments, abso,
lute rejection of the caste system, organization into clan-like sub-groups, sharing among
members, and a greatly simplified marriage ritual (gada-bada-gunda) prove this,
though a few leaders of the sect later accumulated some property, with a concomi-
tant thirst for Hindu respectability. The other movement, crystallized by JfianeSvar
was particularly strong among the seasonal wvdrkari pilgrims to Pandharpiir, who
followed a custom which seems to date back to the mesolithic age. Jiiine$var was
under brahmin interdict, as begotten by an apostate monk; pis aged parents
drowned themselves in the Ganges
while he himself committed ritual
suicide at Alandi, after a short but
exceptionally bitter life. The Maratha
saints who followed him all wrote
like him in the vernacular, had per-
sonally experienced theehardships of
the common people, and came from
all castes. Namdev, though a tailor,
catricd the new doctrine to the far
north, with success. I am told that
some of his work was absorbed
directly into the Sikh Canom (Granth
Saheb), or provided stimulus and
Jnspiration even at so great a dis-
tance to what became a great religious
movement among the common
people of the Punjab. Gord was a
potter by caste and craft. The un-
touchable Cokha Meld was killed by
collapse of Mangalvedghe town wall for the construction of which he had been pressed
by corvée, old as he was. The Paithan brahmin Eknith (fig. 1.22), to whom we owe

1.21 JivaneS$var.
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Maratha Saints ; Caste [1.6

the present text of the Jiignesvari (in 1590 AD) as well as many fine Marfithi poems,
went out of his way to break the crudest restrictions of untouchability. The greatest
of them all, the 16th century kunabi peasant and petty grain-dealer Tukarim survived
grim famine, the unremitting jealousy of contemporary folk-poets, and the contempt-
uous hatred of bruhmins, ultimately to drown himself in the river. These men repre-
sent a general movement by no mean confined to their province and language. The
generally painful tenor of their lives shows that they were in the opposition, and did

1.22 Eknath. 1.23 Tukdnam.

not care to exercise the meretricious art of pleasing those in power—quite unlike the
brahmins, who did not scorn to develop the cult of these saints whenever it paid,
but always pandered to the rich.

The real military strength of the Marithas, as later of the Sikhs, derived obvi-
ously from the simpler, less caste-ridden, and less unequal life. The later Mardtha
generals like the Sinde and Gaekwad rase from relatively obscure families, unlike the
earlier and more distinguished Candrarao More, Bhonsle, and Jadhav, the last of whom
might claim kinship with the Yadava emperors of Devagiri and through them perhaps
with Krsna himself. Malharrio Holkar was of the Dhangar shepherd caste, and would
normally not have been allowed to rise to the status of a general, duke, and even-
tually king. It seems to me that some of this goes back, like the bhagva jhenda flag of
Maritha armies, to Varkari custom. In spite of the brahmin Badave priests, and
the rampant brahminism of the Peshw@ days, the Varkari pilgrims minimized caste
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1.6 ] Peasant Catholicism

observances and distinctions on the journey. IHowever, ‘the reform and its struggle
was never consciously directed against feudalism, so that its very success meant feu-
dal patronage—and ultimately feudal decay by diversion of a democratic movement
into the dismal channels of conquest and rapine.

The conglomerate Git@ philosophy might provide a loophole for innovation, but
never the analytical tools necessary to make a way out of the social impasse. Jiiines-
var’'s life and tragic career illustrate this in full measure. He does not give a literal
translation of the divine message, but its meaning and essence in his own terms, and
in words that any Maratha peasant could understand. Jiianc$var’'s longest comment
on the original comes in the 13th aedkyéya of the Gita, the chapter on ‘the ficld and
field-knower’, particularly on G. 13. 7 (where he himsclf apologizes in J. 13. 314-338
for having been carried away far from the original) and on G. 13. 11. In the for-
mer, (J. 13.218-224), he flays the rainmaking yajsitka fire-sacrificers; yet in J. 3.
134-5, these very sacrifices were taken as normal and necessary by him as by his
divine exemplar; and once again (G. 18.5; J. 18. 149-152) both warn us that the yajila
nust not be abandoned any more than charity (dé@na) or ascetic practices (tapas).
The suffocating contradictions of mixed superstition are neatly bibught out in J. 13.
812-822: “The peasant farmer scts up cult after cult, according to convenicnce. He
follows the preacher who seems most impressive at the moment, leamms his mystic
formula. Harzh to the living, he relies heavily on stones and images; but even then
never lives true to any one of them. He will have My ( = Kmsma's) image made,
established in a corner of the house, and then go off on pilgrimages to some god or
other. He will pray to Me daily, but aiso worship the family's tutelary deity at
need, and other gods as well, each at the particular auspicious mom#nt. He founds
My cult, but makes vows to others; on anniversary days, he is devoted to the ances-
tral Manes. The worship he gives Us on the eleventh (lunar date) is no more than
that he renders to the sacred cobras on the fifth. He is devotee solely of Ganésa on
the (annual) fourth; on the fourteenth, says he, ‘Mother Durgi, I am yours alone’ . ..
At the Nine Nights (of the Mother-goddesses) he will recite the set praise of Candi,
serve meals outdoors on the Sunday, and rush off on Monday with a bel fruit offering
to Siva’s phallic symbol. Thus he prays unemittingly, never still for a moment,
like a prostitute at the town gate”. In Jfl.ﬁnaivar’s society, however, such eclectic
worship was the universal practice at all levels, to the very highest people for whom
Laksmidhara and IHemddri indited their monstrous compendia. To that cxtent,
though indirectly, the commentator voices a protest against the growth of an oppres-
sive upper class. The Gita@ doctrine is given a remarkably attractive turn by JiiinesS-
var’s quite origina} interpretation (J. 9. 460-470): “Kgatriya, vaiéya, woman, $udra
and untouchable retain their separate existence only so long as they have not attain-
ed Me...Just as rivers have their individual names, whether coming from east or
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west, only till they merge into the ocean. Whatever be the reason for which one’s
mind enters into Me, he then becomes Mg, even as the iron that strikes ¢to break the
philosopher’s stone turns into gold at the contact. So, by carnal love like the milk-
maids, Kamsa in fear, SiSupdla by undying hatred, Vasudeva and the Yadavas by
kinship, or Narada, Dhruva, Akriira, Suka and Sanatkumira through devotion—they
all attained Me. I am the final resting place, whether they come to Me by the
right or the wrong path, bhakti, lust or the purest love, or in enmity”’. Neither the
callous G. 9.32 cn which this charming comment is made, nor the fundamentally brutal
Krsna saga manifest such a calm elevation above jealous, exclusive bhakti. Yet, on
the very ncxt stanza, the scholiast extols brahmins as veritable gods on earth! His
rejection by contemporary brahmins, which must surely have been a main reason for
the decision to render the Gité into Marathi, never prevented him from striving after
the brahmin vedic lore officially denied to all but initiates. That is, he embodied the
inner contradictions which he discerned in contemporary society but failed to discover
in the Gitd. Therefore, he could launch no movement towards their solution. Though
an adept in yoge as a path towards physical immortality and mystical perfecticn
(cf. J. on G. 6. 13-15), there was nothing left for him except suicide. That the gods
remained silent at ¢he unexpected Muslim blow which devastated their many richly
endowed temples and no incamation of Krsna turned up to save the Yadava kingdom,

might have been another cause for despair.

1.7. THE GITA TODAY

The main social problem was violently placed upon a new footing by Alauddin
Khilji and the Muslim conquest which imposed payment of heavy tribute. This in-
tensified the need for more cffective tax collection; that in turmn encouraged a new,
powerful but more efficient feudalism. Some optimists have maintained that the
poorer classes benefited because Alauddin squeezed only the rich, who were rendered
powerless. This disingenuous view carefully neglects to mention that even in the
Doabs (which were directly administered) none of the former burdens of the pea-
santry were lifted. Their dues were collected by a different agency, though it re-
mains true that the Hindu upper classes were prevented for a while from imposing
fresh exactions. The provinces had not even this consolation, for the throne of Delhi
exacted harsh tribute from conquered "areas, without troubling itself about how
provincial magnates gathered it — and how much more besides. Local military power
was reduced only to a stage where it constituted little danger to the imperial forces, but
the mechanism of violence more than sufficed for its main purpose, revenue collection.
Whether the tribute was actually paid or not, and even over regions not subject to
tribute, the imposts and exactions grew steadily. The class that collected the sur-
plus retained an increasing portion, so that the needs of the state could be satisfied
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only in the earlier period, when feudalism stimulated trdde and fresh agrarian pro-
duction. Then the crisis was aggravated, to be resolved by another foreign conquest
that introduced a totally different form oi production, the bourgeois-capitalist. The
modem independence movement did not challenge the productive form; it only asked
that the newly developed Indian bourgeoisie be in power.

Modem life is founded upon science and freedom. That is, modem production
rests in the final analysis upon accurate cognition of matcrial reality (scicnce), and
recognition of necessity «(freedom). A myth may grip us by its imagery, and may
indeed have portrayed some natural phenomenon or process at a time when man-
kind had not learned to probe nature’s sccrets or to discover the endless properties
of matter. Religion clothes some myth in dogma. ‘‘Science needs religion” is a poor
way of saying that the scientists and those who utilize his discoveries must not dis-
pense with social ethics. There is no need to dig into the Gitd or the Bible for an
ethical system sandwiched with pure superstition. Such books can still be ¢njoyed
for their aesthetic value. Those who claim more usually try to shaékle the minds
of* other people, and to impede man’s progness, under the most specious claims.

[ ]

Individual human perfection on the spiritual plane becomes much easier when
every individual’s material needs are first satisfied on a scale agreed upon as reason-
able®? by the society of his day. That is, the main root of evil is social. The fundamental
causes of social evil are no longen concealed from human sight. Their cure does
not lie in theology but in socialism; the application of modern science, based upon
logical deduction fronmv planned experiment, to the structure of society itself. Science
is at the basis of modemn production; and no other tools of productt®n are in sight
for the satisfaction of man's nf_heds. Moreover, thd material needs could certainly
be satisfied for all, if the relations of production did not hinder it.

NOTES TO CHAPTER I

The following abbreviations have been used : G=the Bhagavad-gitd ; | =tlm Jianesvari;
Mbh=the Mahabharata; Up= Upanisad ; RV —=the Rg-veda; JBBRAS=Journal of the
Asiatic Society, Bombay (formerly Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society); ABORI=
Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona ; A=the Arthasastra of Kau-
talya ; JRAS=Journal of the Rolyal Asiatic Society, London. For the historical background, my
own Introduction tc the Study of Indian History has been used without detailed reference.

1. Mbk. 6.23-40 of the Poona edition, begun under the editorship of the late V. S.
Sukthapkar, with the Adi, Sabka, Aramyaka, Udyoga and Virata parvans completed under
his direction. Succeeding volumes have been less satisfactory, and the edition is not yet
complete. For the Gita in particular, the readings generally assumed to be Samkara’s have
been retained against the norm accepted for the rest of the edition. Among the many useful
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translations of the Gita are those of F. Edgerton (Harvard Oriental Series), K. T. Telang
(Sacred Books of the East), and S. Radhakrishnan (London 1948).

2. R. G. Bhandarkar's Vaisnavism, Saivism, and Minor Religious Systems (originally
published in 1913 in the Grundriss d. Indo-Arischen Philologie u. Altertumskunde ; re-issued,
Poona 1929, in vol. IV of his collected works) gives a good summary of the influence of
the doctrine in the classical and medieval period, but without reference to the historical
context, which was indeed not known at the time. Its influence upon Bhzndarkar himself
led to a petty reformist movement, the Prarthanid Saméj (an offshoot of the Brahmo
Samfj) in which RGB was the dominant figure; and support of widow remarriage, then
unheard of for brahmins, though practised by some 85% at least of the population. That
he spoke for a very narrow class in the attempt to speak for the whole of India never
sf..mck him, nor for that matter other contemporary ‘reformers’. Still, the silent change of
emphasis from caste to class was a necessary advance.

3. In particular, the translation of dhkarma as religion, or even a universal Law for
all society was a new concept with Buddhism, not accepted even after the time of the G.
For example : AManusmyti 8 41 reads '“The (king) must inquire into the laws (dharma) of
each caste (jati), district (jenapada), guild (Sremi), and household (kwla), and only then
give his own legal decision (sradhorma)”. A great deal of the confusion over the Gita
derives from ignorance of reality, of the actual practices of large social groups; and from
taking brahmin docyments as representative of all Indian society.

4. The standard reference work is F. E. Pargiter's The purdna text ¢f the dynasties
of the Kals age (Oxford, 1913). Some of the theories have been contested e.g. A. B. Keith's
review in the JRAS, but the work has survived and gained a well-deserved reputation for
its synoptic edition of the historical kernel in the major puranas.

5. Translated in S. Beal : Buddhist Records of the Western World (London 1884, vol. I,
pp. 184-186). The equivalent of \G. 2.37 does occur on p. 185, and the association with a
great battle at Dharmaksetra, where bones still whitened the earth, is explicit, in an other-
wise garbled account.

6. V.S. Sukthamkar : The Nala episode and the Ramayana in Festschrift F. W. Thomas,
pp. 294-303, especially p. 302, where he concludes that the two versions bracket the extant
Rémayana. The paper is reprinted in his Memorial edition (Poona 1944), pp. 406-415.
For the mechanism of inflation, see his Epic Studies VI ; and my notes on the Parvasamgraha,
in the JAOS. 69.110-117 ; for the Bhismaparvan and the 745 stanzas of the Gita, ibid,
71.21-25. *

7. J. Brough : The early Brahmanical system of golra and pravara (Cambridge, 1953),
p. 27, notes that the kevala Angirasas are completely omitted by Hiranyake$i-Satyasadha,
but takes this to be a casual lacuna. So grcat an omission is highly improbable. My review
in JAOS 73.202-208 was mistaken for a polemic, when the point being made was that theore-
tical works on gotra need to be checked by independent observation. For example, the
segrava (=§aigrava) gotra found in Brihmi inscriptions at Mathurd is not known to the
books. Even more striking are the innumerable local brahmin groups whose conforming
to theory has never been tested. City people in Maharasira take brahmins to be primarily
of the Sdrasvat, Citpavan, DeSastha and Karhiida groups. The 1941 Census caste tables
for Bombay province as published show that such categories are together outnumbered by
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the ‘Other Brahmans’, and that local brahmin groups are the. rule, though the books
and theory are in the hands of the major groups named. The Bhrgus arc specially con-
nected with the Mbh inflation, as was shown by V. S. Sukthankar in his magnificent Epic
Studies VI (ABORI 18.1-76 ; Mem. Ed. 1.278-337). It is important to note that the Bhar-
gava inflation was independent of though not hostile to the Nariiyanmiya inflation, which
continued after the first had tapered off. So much so, that the famous benedictory stanza
Narayaenwant namaskrtya of the popular editions drops out of the critical text, but most
of the properly Bhiargava inflations (e.g. needless emphasis upon Parafurama) all remain.
In G. 10.25, the Lord reveals himseli as Bhrgu among the great sages (mahaismam Bliypur
aham), though that sage occupies no position in vedic tiadition, and a trifling one even later.

8. Epigraphia Indica 8.36 fi.

9. Aévaghosua's Buddhacarita and Saundarananda still exist, not to speak of subhasifa
verses scattered through anthologies in his name. The fragments of a play Sariputra-praka-
rapa were arranged in order by H. Liiders, from Central Asian (Turfan) finds. This or
another play of the same name was acted by hired actors in Fa Hsien’s time in the Gupta
heartland, as were also similar plays on the conversion of Moggallina and Kassapa ; note
that all three disciples and Asvaghosa himsell were brahmins.

10. The Mbh diaskeuasts proclaim their desire to include everything. In Mbh 1.1-2,
th® work is successively an i/ihasa, a purana, an upanisad, a veda, and outweighs all four
vedas together. It is the storchouse for poets. Abh. 1.56.33 boagts: yad ihasti tad
anyalra, van nchasti na tat kva-cit : whatever is here might be elsewhere, but what was
not here could hardly ever be found !

11. Translated by K. T. Tclang, see Note 1. There is an Uttaragita, a quite modern
apocryphal work.

12. This is the second sutta of the Digha-nikdye, and has served as the model, in
many ways, for the later Milindpariho, questions of king Menander.

13. This was clearly stated by Mr. C. Rajagopalachari in a press inte®view.

14. ‘The only published sources I have been able to locate for the original cult is the
Satye Pirer Katha in Bengali by Rames$vara Bhattaciryya (ed. by Sri-Nagendrandath Gupta.
Calcutta University 1930).

15. This paragraph and the next are treated in greater detail in a paper of mine on
the gvatdra syncretism and possible sources of the Bhagavad-gita, | BBRAS. vol. 24-25 (1948-9),
pp. 121-134. .

16. RV. 8.96.13-14, but sometimes interpreted mystically as part of the Soma legend.
The traditional explanation is that this Krs,.na.was an ‘Asura’, i.e. non-Aryan, and the
fighting against Indra on the banl‘cs of the AmSumati river was real, not symbolic of some-
thing else,

17. Ed. K. de Vreese, Leiden 1936. This particular ngga cult had been virtually killed
by the Buddhist monks (Rajatarangini 1.177-8), while the brahmins had also been reduced to
telplessness at the time of the Buddhist teacher Niagirjuna. They made a come-back by
writing the Nilamatapurana (Raj. 1. 182-6), Kalhana informs us in passing.

18. ABORI 1.59-66; JRAS 1909.1055—6, 1087-92; 1910.813-5, 815-7.
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19. Sce; JRAS 19(!0; 17-31, 135-144, or chapter IV of this book; for the cave painting

(originally discovered by Cdrlleyle) Mrs. B. Allchin in Man, 58.1958, article 207 + plate
M (pp. 153-5).

20. The assurance is unmistakable : “ Whenever true belief (dharma) pales and un-
righteousness flourishes, then do I throw out another offshoot of myself ”. The next stanza
proclaims that the god comes into being from age to age, to protect the good people, destroy
the wicked, and to establish dharma. It need not be further emphasized that the super-
fluous incarnation in Mbh. times wasted a perfectly good awvatdra, badly needed elsewhere,

21. The cult is coeval with the foundation of Parvati village, hence older than the

Peshwé temple to the goddess who killed that demon. Cf. Bombay Gazetteer vol. 18, pt. 3
(Poona District), p. 388.

22, Art In The Ice Age by J. Maringer and H. G. Bandi, after Hugo Obermaier (London

1953) ; especially figures 30, 31, 70 (with mask, and arms imitating mammoth tusks), 142,
143, and perhaps 166.

23. This shows in Harsa’s inscriplions (e.g. Epigraphia Indica 7.155-60); benedictory
verses at the beginning of his Buddhist drama Nagananda, addressed to Gauri; Bana's
description in the Hargacarita and Hsiuen Chuang’s account (Beal 1.223 ; the stiipa, vihdra,

fme Mahe§vara temple and the Sun-temple were all close together near Kanauj, and all
constantly thronged with worshippers).

L
24, For the iconoclasm of Harsa of Kasmir, Rajaterangini 7.1080-1098. He had pre-
decessors of similaf bent, though less systematic : Jayapida in the 8th century (Kaj. 631-3 ;
638.9) and Samkaravarman (5.168-70) in 883-902 AD.

25. The Gupta gold coinage is impressive, but hardly useful for normal transactions.
Their silver coinage is notoriously inferior to, say, pre-Mauryan punch-marked coins, and
rather rare in hoards ; of Harsa, only one coinage is known, and even that rather doubtful,
in silver. The Chinese travellers Fa Hsien and Hsiuen Chuiing are emphatic in the assertion
that most of the transactions were barter, and that cowry shells were also used, but very
little currency. The accumulation by temples, monasteries and barons did nothing for the
circulation of wealth or of commodities.

26. This is discussed in a paper of mine to appear,in the Journal for the Economic and
Social History of the Orient (leiden), on feudal trade charters. YaSodharman of Malwa
uses sdmanta as neighbouring ruler, whereas Visnusena (a Maitraka king) issued a charter
in 592 AD where s@manta can only have the feudal meaning.

27. The hero-stones carved in basrelief are to be found in almost any village not
recently settled, throughout Mahirastra and the south. A good collection is in the National
Defence Acgdemy’s Museum at Khagakwasld, near Poona. The death in fending off cattle
raiders scems to be symbolized in many cases by a pair of ox-heads in the lowest panels.
The story progresses upwards, to the funeral, perhaps with a safi, and going to heaven.
The top of the relief slab is generally catved in the semblance of a funerary urn, familiar
since Buddhist days. For inscriptions, even a single volume (Epigraphia Carnatica X, for
example) : Kolir 79, feudal grant for family of baron killed in battle (about 890 AD);
Kolar 226 (circa 950 AD), grant of a field, on account of the death of a warrior fighting
against cattle raiders ; Kolar 232 (750 AD), Kolar 233 (815 AD), Mulbégal 92, 780 AD:
Mulbagal 93, 970 AD, etc., with the hero-relief in every case.

28. Less well known than Ganga inscriptions are the minor ones showing how widely
the custom was spread : e.g. from the Ep. Carnatica, Goribindnur 73 (circa 900 AD), the
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village watchman sacrifices his own head ; Cintdmani 31 1060 AD), when the Odeya of
the village went to heaven, his servant had his own head cut off —and a field was dedi-
cated to his memory ; oaths of not surviving the lord are taken in Kolar 129 (cirea 1220 AD),
Mulbdgal 77 (1250 AD), Mulbégal 78 etc, Occasionally, a memorial was erected to a par-
ticularly able hound, as in Mulbdgal 8 (975 AD), and Mulbigal 162, though the dog's
prowess rather than bhakti is praised.

29, Penguin Classics L. 57, Travels of Marco Polo (trans. R. E, Lathan), pp. 236-8,
for the cremation, and ritual suicide in front of some idol, by royal consent.

30. By ‘society’ is meant not only the rulers but the ruled. If the §idra should agree
that he ought to starve for imaginary sins committed in some supposed previous birth,
either his group will die out, or at best be unable as well as unwilling to fight against
invaders. Indian feudal history, however, is full of raids and counter-raids, not only by
Muslims. It follows that the expropriated class will not show by its actions that they regard
the expropriation as reasonable on religious grounds, particularly when they sec the very
same religion unable to defend its proponents against armed heretics. My point is simply
that the fulfilment of certain material needs is as essential to health of the mind as it is
to that of the body. It seems to me that the Gita philosophy, like so much else in India’s

* spiritual” heritage, is based in the final analysis upon the inability to satisfy more than
the barest material needs of a large number.



I
URVASI AND PURURAVAS

L ShuPagn g NP R Py o

One of Kalidasa's finest plays, Vikramorvasiyam, has for its theme the love,
sépara-tions, and final reunion of King Puriiravas of the lunar race and the nymph
Urvadl. The apsanas, on her way to heaven, is abducted by the demon Kesi, from
whose clutches the mortal king rescues her. This led to their falling in love. She
finds the divine city of Amardvati no longer attractive, and proves her lover’s reci-
procal sentiment by a masked visit to his park. From the joy of this discovery, she
is recalled to heaven, to act the part of Laksmi in a play staged before Indra. }§ut
the divine stage-di‘rector Bharata sentences her to assume human form for mispro-
nouncing Visnu's name Purusottama as Puriiravas. The curse is no great burden, as
it enables her to mate with Puriiravas, but the course of their true love is interrupted
again and again. The heroine is tumed into a vine, because of an unwitting trans-
gression : she stepped into a grove sacred to the sixtheaded god Skanda-Karttikeya,
where no woman was allowed to tread without suffering metamorphosis because of the
taboo. But she is changed back and restored to her husband by a charmed jewel.
The jewel is stolen by a bird of prey ; the bird is found shot dead by an arrow bearing
a legend which tells the king that Urvasi has borne him a son. This means another
reunion, which would be terminated by Urvasi’'s restoration to heaven ; but Indra,
having a war on his hands, allows her to remain on earth till her husband’'s death.

This crude analysis of a beautiful play by one of the world’s great poets and
India’s great dramatist does no justice to the consummate skill with which the theme
is handled fnd embellished. What interests mc here is the theme itself. It can be
traced right back to our oldest extant records, namely the Satapatha Brihmana and
the Rgveda. The oldest report still coatains some features of the play, for it is a
dialogue between the two principal characters, totally foreign in appcarance to any-
thing else in the Rgveda. The action takes place at a crucial moment when the hero
pleads with the heroline and she refuses his request. Thus the happy ending is a
much later invention. As we shall see, there is a greater change than this in the
structure of the story. This change reflects precisely the difference between Vedic
society and the Gupta period, being in fact a transition from ritual to drama.
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2.2 ] Sanskrit Drama and Language
2.2 : KALIDASA’S TREATMENT,

The theme attracted Kalidasa sufficiently to be treated more than once, being for
him simply the reunion of lovers separated by circumstances or by disfavour with the
gods. On the purely human level, we have his play the Mdalevikagnimitram, which
-contains some of the most brilliant passages composed by the poet. There, however,
the heroine is a princess forced to serve as a handmaid. On the other hand, the
Sakuntale finds the hero unwilling to recognize either his wife or their son after a
period of scparation, some petty miracles being necded to bring him back to his senses.
However, the lovers are always royal ; the entire level is that of the ct)ug. but for an
-occasional scenc in the forest or a hermitage. The king is always noble in characteg
with his full complement of courtiers. In each of the three plays, there is at least
one other queen between the two lovers, a variety of the etemal triangle that caused
no difficulty in polygamous society, for the extra queen could yield gracefully while
still remaining a queen. The characters are certainly oriented towards the contem-
porary reigning family, presumably the Guptas, as is seen from the language, and the
title Vikrama. Also by the fact that Puriravas is the founder of the lunar line ot
kings while the son of Sakuntald is Bharata (the eponymous ancestor of the greatest
Rgvedic tribe) who is again enrolled into the Soma line of descent. The women and
servants speak Prikrit, a practice which reflects a situation prevalent to this day in
many parts of the country where formal school education has not yet madc its way
or ig still confined to the males of a small upper class. For example, the men of the
land-holder class in Goa believe their language to be Marathi or Portuguese, acoord-
ing to their religion, but the women speak Konkani. Similarly in many parts of the
Gangetic basin, where the Hindi spoken by the men of the upper clziss differs very
much from that spoken by the womenfolk, and of course from that of the peasants.
But the aristocrats also generally speak the supposedly cruder language or dialect, parti-
cularly when addressing women or servants, which never happens with Kialidasa or
any of the other Sanskrit dramatists with the solitary exception of the Satradhira in
the Mrcchakatikam prologue. We have here onia of the concomitants of a peculiarly
Brahmanic renaissance, which did its best to create a class language, refusing to acknow-
ledge the failure that was absolutely inevitable. Their only success was i preserving
a dead language for religion, as with Sumerian for the priesthood in Mesopotamia.
The Sanskrit renaissance was due in fact to g£oncessions made to the popular idiom
such as Maharastri or its prototypes. Language is a means of communication for the
whole of society. It develops, just as does money and the concept of value, from

social intercourse.! ‘At most, a class can MARK ifs unity by means of a specialized

1. K. Marx Capital 1. 1. 4 “Value does not wear an explanatory label. Far from it,
value changes all labour products into social hieroglyphs. Subsequently, people try to
decipher these hieroglyphs, to solve the riddle of their own social product— for the specifica-
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vocabulary, or a, particular accent, but both must belong to the whole of their society
for comprehension. In much the same way, no class can have a special currency for
itself, nor can it monopolize all the means of barter-exchange (money) in the realm.
Kilidasa, therefore, has not even depicted his own times very carefully, beyond the
brahminized concept of a royal court. But in the earliest times the story could not
be meant to delineate a royal court, which had not come into existence. Though the
scriptures in which it seems to originate became a monopoly of the Brahmin class,
their purpose was liturgical. So, we have to look much deeper into the details of the
story, and into their historical development, before coming to any undorstanding of its
origin. o

2.3. MODERN INTERPRETATIONS

Before trying our own analysis, let us consider what has been done by scholars of
repute. Keith? admits that the explanation does not suffice for the earliest stage;
the Rgvedic hymn is ‘ of considerable interest and obscurity’. He finds the sun-dawn
myth of Weber and Max Miiller ‘quite unnecessary.” The whole story has no ¢eep
significance accorging to him: “The hymn clearly refers to one of those alliances of
nymphs and men, which are common in all literaturc as in the stories of Thetis and
of the German swan maidens, who often for as long as seven years are allowed to
stay with mortal men...... the taboo of seeing the hero naked is of interest and
primitive in nature. .. .. .Puriiravas is simply a hero, not necessarily ever a real man,
but conceived as one : later tradition derives the lunar race of kings from him.” The
trouble with this is that itt explains nothing. If the legend is common, and primitive,
it has to hav¢ some fairly deep significance, particularly in view of its later survivat
and repetition in different ways.

-

Max Miller> had a very simple formula for these primitive myths, which he
succeeded in translating into purely almanac language : Thus—'Urva$i loves Puriiravas’
meant ‘the sun rises’ ; ‘Urva$i sees Puriiravas naked’ meant ‘the dawn is gone’ ; ‘Urvasi
finds Puriiravas again’ meant ‘the sun is setting’. Against this sort of fatuous equi-
valence, as.in the Nirukta and Kumfrila, there is no argument. Miiller, however,
gives an abstract of Khlidasa's play, yet only explains the Satapatha legend ; for there
is no mention in Kalidisa of the tabu against Urvasi seeing her lover naked. Just

tion of value is just as much a social product @s language is”; cf. also J. V. Stalin (on
Marxism in linguistics,) Soviet Literature, 1950, 9. pp. 5-31.

2. A B. Kcith: The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and Ubpanishads, Harvard
Oriental Series vols. 31-32, Cambridge, Mass, 1925; p. 183.

3. Max Miiller. Chips from a German workshop (London 1868), Vol. ii, 2nd ed. pp.
117 ff, particularly p. 130.
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2.3] The Importance of Social Structure

why the simple sun-dawn myth had to undergo all these chahges docsn’t transpite from
a reading of Miiller’s critique.

This is not to deny cither Miiller's substantial contributions to Indic philology
or the legend’s similarity to a sun-myth. To Miiller, India owes the first complete
edition of the Rgveda, the circumstances bking explained in detail in the very book
cited : the Veda was generally misquoted by learmed Brahmins wha used this method
at will to refute any inconvenient legal decision supported by the Manusmrti or similar
works, and even to justify the practice of widow-burmning (saeti). The East India
Company'’s officers forbade the latter practice, but wanted as far as possible to yield
to Brahminism, as it was always a convenient tool for subjection of the ‘natives’. So
came into cxistence Miiller's edition of the Rksamhiti, giving the Brahmins them-
selves a complete text which hardly any of them possessed in Bengal and none could
have edited there at that time. One may note that it was the Germans who took and
maintained the lead in Indic studics, though onc should have expected British scholars
to occupy that position. The British attitude is shown by Colebrooke’s sneer against
the Vedas, ‘They are too voluminous for a complete translation of the whole ; and
what they contain, would hardly reward, the labour of the rcader ; much less, that of
the translator.” The contrast is surely to be explained by the saticty of a nation
which had completed its industrial revolution and wanted only ta exploit its colonies,
as against a nation that had begun to catch up with and surpass its older rival by means
of superior technique, which necessarily implied the profound scientific method and
outlook that characterized Germany of the last century.

Now, if the difference in the means of production explains so much even in the
attitude of modern European scholars, is it not necessary o ask just wigat differences
in social structure prevailed at the various stages of the Puriiravas-Urvaéi legend ?
But this is precisely what has not Been done. As we saw, Keith never gave the matter
a thought. Geldner, whose account represents the heaviest labour of mature German
scholarship# saw nothing essential in the earliest version that did not survive in its
developments. To him, the whole episode was just one more of many such Itihdsa-
puranas. The same attitude led Geldner to see a far greater continuity between the
Veda and later Sanskrit literature, just as Sayana did, than the facts (as how exem-
plified by archaeology) justify. When he said (p. 244) of Urvasi “Sie vermag die
Natur der Hetire nicht zu verleugnen,” did he realize that the hetaerism (strictly
speaking, hierodule-prostitution, but I shall continue to use “hetaera” loosely)
originates in, and in many parts of India still remains connected with, temple cults ;
at the earliest stages, with the cult of the mother-goddess ? For our purpose, Geldner’s

4. In R. Pischel and K. F. Geldner, Vedische Studien, vol. I, Stuttgart 1889, pp.
243-295. Hercafter, Rgveda references will be indicated with or without the preceding

abbreviation RV,
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main service was a painstaking report on the principal versions of the story ; to these
we may proceed forthwith, with the remark that Geldner's essay well repays close
study in spite of its insufficicnt explanation of the original legend.

2.4 VERSIONS OF THE STORY

Geldner reported upon eight different sources, in his order : 1) the Satapatha
Briihmana 11.5 1 ff. 2) The Kathakam, 8. 10. 3) Sadgzurusisya’s comrmentary to
the Sarvinukramani. 4) Harivaméa (noting virtual identity with the Vayu-purdna
2.29). 5) Visgu-puriana 4. 6.19 ff. 6) The Brhaddevata. 7) Kathasaritsigara 17.4.
‘(Trans. Tawney-Penzer Vol. I1. pp. 34-6; and note II. 245, 5). 8) The Maha-
bhirata (Crit. ed. 1.70. 16-22).

Of these, the first is given at the end of this section for comparison with RV. x. 95,
from which it shows some important ditferences, ecven at so early a stage. Geldner
noted that accounts 1,4,5 follow much the same lines, 2 is a dry! excerpt ; 3 adds the
story of Ila, a son of Manu metamorphosed into a woman by stepping into a grove
sacred to the mother—goddcss Parvati, and in that state bearing Puriiravas as a son
to Budha ; 3 also gives a motif to the curse upon Urvasi by adding the legend of
Vasistha's birth from the combined semen of Mitra and Varuna poured into a
kumbha.

The most important admission made by Geldner is that there are essentially twa
versions of the latter half of the legend, of which the older was tragic. The lovers
never were united, at least in this world. Of course, this can be seen by any trans-
lation of the,Rgvedic hymn, but it is essential to know that it survived in Indian
tradition though Kilidisa could not accept it for his romance. What the German
scholar failed to inquire was what was supposed ‘to have happened, in the original
version, to the pair after they parted. On this point, the Rgveda gives no direct
information while the Satapatha Brihmana ends by saying that Puriravas himself
became a Gandharva after performing the correct sacrifice ; the Gandharvas are the
superhuman beings assigned as natural consorts to the Apsaras, but some doubt is
added as fo exactly what happened by the further statoment that anyone who sacri-
fices in the manner of Puriiravas becomes himself a Gandharva. However, Geldner
should have followed the Mahibhfrata version further in the Puranas. The rela-
tionship is rather confused, in the absence of any extensive analysis; but specimen
legends have shown that the Malidbhdrata in its critically edited form contains the
source of many important puranic stories, though both may be derived from some
older common source. The epic says briefly (Mbh. 1.70. 16-22) that “the learned
Puriiravas was bormn of Il3, WHO WAS BOTH HIS FATHER AND HIS MOTHER, or so have
we heard. Ruling over (asman) thirteen islands of the sea, the victorious one was
always surrounded by superhuman powers, though himself human. Intoxicated by
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(his own) prowess, he crossed the Brahmins, tore their treasures from the Brahmins
in spite of their outcries. O king, Sanatkuméra, having come from the Brahmé-world,
gave him advice which he did not take. Then cursed by the angered sages he was at
once destroyed, he, the king, who had been overcome by greed and lost his reason by
force of pride. The same hero brought from thc¢ Gandharva-world, along with Urva$,
the fires arranged into three for sacrificial purposes. Six sons were begotten of Aila
(Purtravas): Ayu, Dhiman, Amivasu, Drdhiyu, Vanayu, and Srutayu, the sons
of Urva$i.”

Of these six sons, only Ayu is known at the earliest stage ; seeing that the last
three have a@yu as termination of a compound name, it may be admitted that an Ayp
tribe derived their descent, from Urva$i and Puriiravas. At least two of the Purdnas
allow this story to be traced, the direct influence being proved by the fact that there
the Nahusa story follows immediately after, as in the above Mahdbhfirata section.
The moral of both epic and puriinic narrative is that it is dangerous for any king to
rob Brahmins, to tax them, or press them into forced labour. The Arthasastra 1.6,
on )thc other hand, says that Aila (Puriiravas) came to a sad end by squeczing (taxes,
mercilessly out of) all four castc-classes. The Puranic specializaqon to brahmins is
a late modification. But the Vayu Purina 1.2.13-21, which is copied with only
trifling variants by Brahmanda 1.2.14-23, gives the exact manner in which Puriiravas
came to die. His greed for treasure was never satisfied. Once, while hunting, he
stumbled upon a golden altar made by Viévakarman at which the seers of the Naimisa
forest were sacrificing, and tried to loot that. The angry sacrificers struck him with
the sacrificial grass which had become as Indra’s vajra ; so crushed, the king yielded
up the ghost.

Clearly, PURURAVAS WAS KILLED AT A SACRIFICE, according to this Brahmin tradi-
tion ; that his extortionate ’gmeed. was the cause is merely a warning to later kings.
I submit that the cause may have been invented, but the killing cannot have been
wholly divorced from current inherited legend. At this stage, let us repeat the
Satapatha Brihmana (xi. 5.1)) version, in Eggeling's translation :

»

“The nymph Urva$&i loved Puriiravas, the son of Idd. When she ®edded with
him, she said, ‘Thrice a day shalt thou embrace me ; but do not lie with me against
my will, and let me not sec thee naked, for such is the way to behave to us women’,
(2) She then dwelt with him a long time, and was even with child of him, so long
did she dwell with him. Then the Gandharvas said to one another, ‘For a long time,
indeed, has this Urvasi dwelt among men : devise ye some means how she may come
back to us.” Now, a ewe with two lambs was tied to her couch : the Gandharvas
then carried off one of the lambs. (3) ‘Alas’, she cried, ‘they are taking away my
darling, as if I were where there is no hero and no man " They carried off the second
and she spoke in the selfsame manner. (4) He then thought within himself, ‘How
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can that be (a place) without a hero and without a man where I am? And naked,
as he was, he sprang up after them : too long he deemed it that he should put on
his garment. Then the Gandharvas produced a flash of lightning, and she beheld
him naked even as by daylight. Then, indeed, she vanished : “Here am I back’, he
said, and lo! she had vanished. Wailing with sorrow, he wandered all over Kuruk-
getra. Now there is a lotus lake there called Anyatahplaksd : He walked along its
bank ; and there nymphs were swimming about in the shape of swans. (5) And she
i{(Urvasi) recognising him, said, ‘This is the man with whom I have dwelt” They
then said, ‘Let us appear to him."—'So be it ! ’ she replied ; and they appeared to him.
(6) He then recognised her and implored her (RV. x. 95.1) ‘Oh my wife, stay though,
cruel in mind : let us now exchange words! Untold, these secrets of ours will not
bring us joy in days to come’ ;—'Stop, pray, let us speak together !’ this is what he
meant to say to her. (7) She replied (x. 95.2). ‘What concermn have I with
speaking to thee? I have passed away like the first of the dawns. Puriiravas, go
home again: I am like the wind, difficult to catch’' ;—‘Thou didst not do what
I told thee; hard to catch am 1 for thee, go to thy home again !’ this is what she
meant to say. (8) He then said sorrowing (x. 95.14), ‘Then will thy friend rush
away this day never to come back, to go to the farthest distance : then will he lie in
Nirrti’s lap, or the fierce wolves will devour him’; ‘Thy friend will either hang
himself, or start forth; or the wolves, or dogs will devour him’! this is what he
meant to say. (9) She replied (x. 95.15), ‘Puriiravas, do not die! do not rush
away ! let not the cruel wolves devour thee! Truly, there is no friendship with
women, and theirs are the hearts of hyenas ;—‘Do not take this to heart! there is
no friendship with women : return home ! this is what he meant to say. (10)
'(RV. x. 95.16' ‘When changed in form, I walked among mortals, and passed the
nights there during four autumns. I ate a little ghee, once a day, and even now I feel
satisfied therewith.'—This discourse in fifteen verses’ had been handed down by the
Bahvrcas. Then her heart took pity on him.”

Thus the Satapatha Brahmana account is a commentary on the Rgvedic hymn,
though not explaining its most obscure features. The Brahmana then goes on (by
itself) to say how Urvaéi gave him a night of her company, and gave him his son.
The Gandharvas granted him a boon, which he chose as being one of themselves.
Thereto, he received directions for the proper sacrifices. The account ends : (17)
“He then made himself an upper @rani of ASvattha wood, and a lower erani of
AsSvattha wood ; and the fire which resulted therefrom was that very fire : by offering
therewith he became one of the Gandharvas. Let him therefore make himself an
upper and a lower arani of A§vattha wood, and the fire which results therefrom will
be that very fire : by offering therewith he becomes one of the Gandharvas.” Kaliddsa
retained the heroine on earth till the hero’s death, rather than translate him to heaven
forthwith. That the §B account was not authenticated by any strong textual basis
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in antiquity follows from the other Brahmana accounts which do their puor best to
explain the sare hymn (c{. W. Caland in Album Kern, Leiden 1003, pp. 57-60).

The last sentence of the Satapatha quotation is meant for any later sacrificer,
The similarity of Urvasi-Puriiravas (or for that matter any human coupling) with
the two portions of the fire-plough® (Fig. 2.1) has been noted, the more so because
the son's name a@yu is also used as an adjective for egri. This is one moie natural
interpretation of the whole myth. But let us remark for the time being that a definite

My
=
S SN

2.1 a 2.1. b. 2.1.
2. 1. a, fire-plough ; 2. 1. b, ¢ fire-drills.

locality was recognized for the dialogue, and that the ‘happy ending’ was not part
of the Vedic discourse, being clearly a later addition. The Rgvedic hymn is in
eighteen instead of fifteen verses, which has been taken by some to denote a difference
of version. Finally, what is the original meaning of ‘became a Gandharva’? This
could not have happened while Puriiravas was alive, for the Gandharva at the time
of the Brahmanas is recognized as a spirit who could possess women, say the spirit
that caused their hysteria : Bhujyu Lihyayani in th¢ Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
3. 4. 1 says to Yajiiavalkya... “We were travelling around as wanderers among the
Madras. As such we came to the house of Pataficala Kapya. He had a daughter
who was possessed by a Gandharva”. We asked him, ‘who are you’ ? He said : ‘T am
Sudhanvan, a descendant of Angiras’”. Pataficala Kapya could not have had a very
happy family life, for Uddélaka Aruni reports a little further : (Br. Up. 3. 7. 1)
“He had a wife possessed by a gendharva. We asked him, ‘Who are you?’ He said
‘1 am Kabandha Atharvama’”. The Angirasas left human descendants, and the
Atharvan is clearly at one time a human fire-priest. Hence, though the Gandharvas
possess a separate minor heaven of their own, a human being can attain it only as

5. For the fire-drill as Urva§i and Puriiravas. cf. Sat. Brah. iii. 4.1.22; for the fire-
drill and any human procreation, Brhadiranyaka Upanisad vi. 4. 22, and other places.
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a spirit. For a Buddhist the Gandharva is a condition of existence between death and
rebirth.

1f we combine the Brihmana with the purama acoount, the common feature is

that Puriiravas became 2 spirit, i.e.,, lost his life, in some way connected with a
sacrifice.

2.5. ReGveEDA Xx. 95

At this stage, let me introduce the original hymn which forms our ultimate source
at present, and which will have to be accounted for if some new interpretation of the
legend is to be proposed.

haye jaye manasc listha ghore vacamsi miSr@ krnavdvahai nu
na nau mantrad enuditasa ete mayaskaran paratare ca na@hen (1)

(Puriiravas) “Alas, O wife, desist from your intentions, O dreadful one, let us
discourse together. If our chants remain un-uttered, they will bear no fruit for distant
days.”

kimeta@ naca krnava tavahaem prakramisem usesam agriyeva
puriravah punar astam parehi durapend vata-ivaham asmi (2)

(Urvasi) “What shall I do with these discourses of yours? I have gone over
like the first of the Usas. O Puriiravas, go back to your destiny ; I am as hard to get
as the wind.”

isur na $niya isudher, asana gosal Satasa na ramhih
avire kratleu vi devidyutan norad na mayum citeyanta dhunayah (3)

(Pur.) “Lhke an arrcw to the target that wins cattle a hundred hold. Without

heroic determination there is no shining ; the chorus,sets up a keening like (bleating)
lambs.”

sd vasu dadhatli $vaSuraya vaya uso yadi vasiy antigrhdt
astam nanakse yasmini cakan diva nektan Snathil@é vaitasena (4)

, (Extra.) That Usas giving wealth and nourishment to the father-in-law, as long
as wished, reached her destiny (astam nanakse) from the inner house, which pleased
her ; rammed night and day by the (lover's) member.

tril sma mahnah $nathayo taitasen ota sma me'vyatyai prndsi
puriiravo’'nu te ketam ayam réjaé me vira tanvas tad asih (5)
(Urv.) “Thrice a day didst thot ram me with the member, and impregnated me

unwilling (as I was). Puriravas, I yielded to thy dcsires ; O hero, then wert thou
king of my body”.

ya sujirnih $renih summaapi hradecaksur na granthini caranyuh
ta afijayo’'runayo na sasruli Sriye gavo na dhenavo’'navanita (6)
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(?) This excited...... line, knotted together, moving, reflected in the poo! ; these
drawn-red ointments flowed ; they lowed like cows, the cattle decorated (?).

sam asmifi j@yamana asate gné ut em avardhen nadyeh svagiirlih
mahe yat tva@ puriiravo ranaycvardhayen dasyuhalydya deviah (7)

(?Urv.) “As he was born, there sat the gods’ wives ; the self-made rivers made
him grow. Thee, O Puriiravas, the gods have raised for the great battle, for victory
over the Dasyus.” .

saca yad asu jahatisv @ltkam amanusisu manuso niseve
apa sma mat tarasenti na bhujyus ta@ atrasen rathasprSo nasvah (8)

(Pur.) “When I, though human, embraced the superhuman (females) who cast
off their dlothing, they started away from me like does (? bhujyus) or like horses
touching the chariot”.

yad asu marto amridsw nisprk sam ksonibhih kratubhir na prrkte
. ta atayo na tanvah Sumbhata své@ aSvdaso na krilayo dandasanali (9)
(Urv.) “If the mortal lusting after (us) goddesses mingles with the water-nymphs
according to their will, then do they display their bodies like swans, nipping each other
like stallions at play’.
vidyun na yad patanli devidyod bharanti me apyd kamyani
janisto apo maryah sujatah prorvasi tirate dirgham dayull (10)
(Pur.) “She flashed like falling lightning, bringing me the craved waters--{rom
the water was born a noble lad. May Urva$i grant (me) long-life”.
jajsiisa itha gopithyaya hi dadhitha tat puriravo ma ojal_t.
asasam tva vidusi sasminn ohan na masrnoh kim abhug vadasi (11)
(Urv.) “Thou wert surely Born for protection ; this powir didst thou hand over
to me. I, the initiate, warned you on that very day. Thou didst not listen to me,
why dost thou (now) speak like an innocent ?”
kada sunuh pitaram jata icchac cakran masru variayed vijanan
ko dampati samanasa vi yiyod adha yad agnil Svasuresu didgyat (12)
(Pur.) “When will the son that is born yearn after his father? He will have
shed flooding tears, knowing (what happencd,). Who dares separate the wedded pair
in accord as long as the (ancestral) fire burns at the hous: of the fathers-in-law ?”
prati bravani varteyate aSru cakran na kranded adhye Sivayai
pra tat te hinava yat te asme parehy astam nahi miura mapah (13)

(Urv.) “I answer you, let him shed ample tears, he will not cry, heedful of (my)
sacred office ; I shall send you that or thine that thou hast with us. Go to thy destiny ;
thou fool thou canst not reach me”.

... 51



Oldenbeg’'s Theory [ 2.5
t
sudevo adya prapated anavyt paravatam pearamdm ganctvd u
adha Sayita nirrier upasthe’ dhainam vrka@ rabhasaso adyulr (14)

(Pur.) “Let (your) lover (sudevah) today drop (dead) uncovered, let him go
to the very farthest distance, never to return ; let him lie down in the lap of Nirrti
(the death-goddess), let him be eaten by raging wolves”.

puriirave ma mrtha ma pra paplo ma tvg vrkaso asivase u ksan
nae vai strainani sakhyani senti salavykan@m hrdayany eta (15)

(Urv.) “O, Purtiravas, thou art not to die, not to drop (dead), the unholy wolves
are not to eat thee’ (Pur.) “There is no friendship with womenfolk, their hearts
are the hearts of hyenas”.

yad virdpacaram martyesvavasem r1atriiy Sarada$ catasrah
ghrtasya stokam sakrdahna asnam, tad ev edam latypand carami (16)

(Urv.) “When I wandered among mortals in another guise and stayed (with
them)' for the nights of four years, 1 ate just a drop of clarified butter once a day ;
sated with that do I wander here now.”

antariksaprdmm rajaso vimanim upa Siksyamy urvasim vasisthah .
upa tva@eratih sukrtasya tisthan ni vaertasve hrdayam tapyate me (17)

(Pur.) “I, the best (of men) submit to the atmosphere-filling, sky-crossing Urvasi.
May the blessings of good deeds be thine ; turn back, my heart is heated (with fear)”.

iti tv@ deva ime Ghur aila yathem etad bhavasi mrtyubandhuh
praja te devan havis@ yajali svarga u tvam api madayase (18)
(Urv.) ‘Thus specak thesd gods to thee, son of Ila : inasmuch as thou art now
doomed to death, thy offspring will offer sacrifice to the gods, but thou thyself rejoice
in heaven.”

Hermann Oldenberg's discussion (ZDMG xxix, 1885, 52-90 : Akhyana-Hymnen
im Rgveda ; our legend, pp. 72-86) postulates a (lost) prose shell for the vedic hymn
without attempting to explain its many intrinsic difficulties. The original suggestion
was made by Windisch, on the model of Irish myth and legend. The argument is
that the Satipatha Brihmama version is much more comf)mhensible than the bare
Rgveda dialogue, hence some such explanatory padding must originally have existed.
Unfortunately for this reasoning, Oldenberg himself shows at the end of his discussion
that many details of the Satapatha st6ry arise from misread or badly understood
phrases in the veda. For instance, the nymphs have been turned by the $B into
swans from the rgvedic simple Gtayo na. The ewcs tied to Urvasid bed may derive
from reading the vedic ur@ ne mayum as wranamdyum ; the lack of a hero (to stop
the Gandharvas taking away her darling) bewailed by Urva$i may come from the
rgveda’s oevine kratau, the lightning flash from vi davidyutan na. For all that,
Oldenberg agrees with Ludwig that “es kaum moglich ist die beiden Darstellungen

52 ...



2.6 ] The Function of a Vedic Hymn ¢

4

i(des RV und des $B) in Uebereinstimmung zu bringen.” The conclusion is that
the original dialogue had become incomprehensible by the time of the Brdhmana,
and if these very able German scholars understood the $B account better, it was only
because that acoount was manufactured specially to provide such understanding, in
place of that which had alrcady been lost. Whether prose passages were lost there-
with or not is immaterial, though the possibility seems to me very remote. There is
a great deal in the Satapatha and other Brahmanas which shows to what extent vedic
rites had gained currency and the form in which they were practised. But uncon-
vincing prose stories inserted as cxplanations—for the whole of the Brihmanic
literature is meant as commentary to ritual practice- -and fantastic etymologies show
that in many cases the origin of the rite (and consequently the real meaning of a
hymn) had been forgotten, or was something entirely different from the modes of
contemporary sociely. To give better-known examples of such development @ we
know that down into imperial Roman times a hymn was sung whose archaic Latin
was inoomprehensible to the singers ; that the opening of the Sybilline books meant
reriersion in times of the utmost civid peril to ancient and virtually forbidden
sacrifices ; undoubtedly, that is why the praetor Petilius gave his @pinion that certain
books rediscovered after long burial should be burnt (Plutarch’s Numae Pompilius).
We must try to unearth for ourselves the original ritual whose lapse had led the $B to
account so badly for rks fixed by the Bahvicas’ memory.

2.6. COMMENTARY TO RV x, 95.

The hymn undoubtedly contains the germs of all the later stories that developed
about Urvasi and Puriravas, anti from which Kalidasa drew his material with such
unriestricted freedom. But to take come of them and then scek to explain the
obscurities of the hymn thereby with Geldner leads to nothing except a great exercise
of ingenuity in twisting the mcaning of Sanskrit words—a pastime to which the
language unfortunately lends itsclf far too well. The mecteorological explanation will
certainly not do, for then all details vanish completely. The Buddha, Napoleon, and
Gladstone (as by Andrew Lang) can all be written off as sun-myths. Nor does it do
to say that prose explanations must have beth lost or that such myths are found in
many other people’s folklore. We have to explain what survives, and to explain it
on its own merits with reference to a form of society in which no prosc additions
were needed.

The primary reason for the survival of any vedic hymn is its liturgical function.
If an odd hymn like this remains, it can only be because it had some very marked
significance or utility which was lost after the composition of the particular verses.
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Of course, during the period of mere survival, all other parallel aspects® are of the
utmost help, including the fire-drill, the sun-myth, the romantic tale, the psychological
image. The last may be seen in the preface to Grassmann’s translation : “The hymn
is of late origin ... and seems to have been carried from an original religious idea into
the region of crude sensuality, and to have been increased by further displacements
that move within this latter region with ease. Puriiravas, the ‘much-calling’, the son
of Ila (the libation) and Urvaéi, the much-desiring or the much-offering, the spirit
of ardour, appear here no longer in this ethico-religious relationship. On the con-
trary, the yearning of the man who calls to the. gods and the granting of the goddess
that awakens and recompenses ardour are here transformed into material desire and
sensuality.” This, naturally, raises far too many objections to satisfy anyone. There
is still plenty of sensuality in the Rgveda, and if the moverrent of motifs be admitted,
it can in general have been only from the sensual to the ideal ethico-religious, not in
the opposite direction. Why should that have happened here, and in so mysterious
a manner that the very meaning of the actual hymn is lost?

My explanation derives from as literal a reading as possible, with the ambiguities
left unresolved t.ill. the end, and then determined—as far as possible—by taking the
sense of the whole. PURURAVAS IS TO BE SACRIFICED AFTER HAVING BEGOTTEN A SON
AND SUCCESSOR UPON URVASI; HE PLEADS IN VAIN AGAINST HER DETERMINATION.
This is quite well-known to anthropologists as a sequel to some kinds of primitive
sacred marriage.

Most of the Rgvedic hymns are meant to be chanted by one or more priests. But
there are a few exceptions where the hymn can only be explained as what remains of
a ritual perforyrance.” For example, three (or four) characters, Indra, Indrani, and
Vrsdkapi (and perhaps his wife) take part in x. 86, which is unquestionably sensual
with its quite erotic passages; the refrain ‘viSvasmidd Indra uttara’ is trcated as a

6. Since the first publication of this note, certain other aspects have been pointed out
which I cannot take seriously. A. Esteller S. J. tried to convince me in private discussions
that the hymn had no mystery about it. Simple transposition of words, padas and stanzas,
with oaasmnal emcndations based upon Wackernagel’s Dehnungsgesetz removed all diffi-
culties. The' rcason Urvaéi left her husband was simply that he thrashed her thrice a day,
a case of wife-beating not uncommon in India. I scll prefer to take the unemended RV,
text. O. Herold, misquoting the title, regards it as a mere case of Aryan group-marriage,
for which there might be no evidence but whichl apparently makes no difference to his judg-
ment, being required by some (presumably Marxist) theory.

7. RV. x. 14.18 and 135 can only be meant to accompany various types of many-stage
funerals. All the stages of a long and complicated marriage ceremony are followed in x, 85,
and the whole of that late hymn cannot have been meant for recitation by any onc indivi-
dual inasmuch as the bridegroom has himself to speak soma verses in the first person. As
fqr dialogues, x. 10 (Yama-Yami), x. 108 (Saramid and the Panjs); were almost certainly
meant to be acted; possibly also iii. 33 ;(Vi§vamitra and the twin rivers), i, 165, i. 179, iv.
42, and a few others.
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2.6]( Hymn and Accompaniment

later addition by all scholars, and so ignored, simply because it comes at the end of
every rk without fitting into the metre. Why was it added at all, and why so system-
atically, when we have plenty of other examples of refrains fitting into the rgvedic
verse, and of later additions with smoother join? The only possible explanation is
that this refrain is meant to be chanted by others than the principal characters,
presumably by all those who attended the performance. The dialogue of Urvaéi and
Puriiravas is likewise meant to be part of a ritual acll performed by two characters
répresenting the principals and is thus a substitute for an earlier, actlual sacrifice of
the male. The extra verses are to be chanted by someone else, to round out the
action. That is, Kilidasa's play is very naturally based upon the oldest of plays.
This is not a startling conclusion ; even modern European drama develops fiom the
mystery plays of the medieval church, which themselves develop from and supple-
ment church ritual. They offer a substitute for pagan, pre-Christian rites of similar
purport. It has also been shown that Aeschylus at least amony the Grock dramatists
developed his plays from the mysterics related to tribal cults and initiation ceremonies,
by adopting the themes to changes in contemporary society.
)

If anything has been amitted, it could at most have becen stage-directions for the
mime, and not some prose narrative. The original meaning of n@{ya is precisely miming,
not acting in the modern sense. Quite apart from forcign parallels and the still-
surviving semi-ritual dances and songs in the countryside which come at least to the
threshold of drama (M. Winternitz : Geschichie der Indischen Lileratur 3.162f1.),
the Sanskrit texts of the dramas are quite explicit. For example, in the
Mycchahatikam, the villain Sakdra dances (martayali) with joy mn the 9th act, a
simple enough demonstration. But the masseur-monk in act 3 takes the place of an
image to escape his pursuers, after miming various sentiments : bahuvidhan nélyam
kriva, Sakidra mimes a sentime'nt, not an action (in tha 9th act)- when he manifests
temptation : il mokam na'eyati. In the same act, the hero Carudatta mimes his
shame (lajjém ndatayati) without verbal answer when the shocked judge asks him,
“Sir, is a courtezan then your friend ?” ; fear is mimed by him on his way to execu-
tion. I choose this drama deliberately because this hero is led to his death bedecked
like a beast to be sacrificed to the gods, with a garland of red flowers and red hand
prints all over his body. This will be of interest to us later. Here, I only raisc one
further question, namely, whether the ndnd? prologue to any Sanskrit drama was not
originally pure mime, with the verbal benediction added later.

It will be seen at once that this explanation serves to remove all the major
obscurities of the hymn, without doing any violence to the meaning of the words ;
the explanation fits better than any of the others that have been offered, and shows
at the same time why certain divergent accounts with a tragic ending survived inl the
Puriapas, Let us look further into the details.
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Evidence for the Sacrifice [ 2.6

Puriiravas addresses his wife as ghore, which means the grim or dreaded one,
used for gods like Indra ; hardly a lover's term, though later this is taken as denoting
her hard-heartedness. But he is emphatic that if their mentres remain unspoken,
there will be no benefit in distant days ; that is, the chant (and action) is meant to
confer upon the audience the benefits associated with all fertility rites. Urva$i
apparently tells her lover to get back to his home, punar astam parehi, and this is.
supported by similar interpretations of the word astem in the fourth 7k, which is
admitted to be an extra verse. But look at the funerary hymn x.14.8 where the
dead man is sent back to his ancestors and Yama with the words punar astam ehi.
This has sometimes been taken as a request to be reborn in the original family, but
such transmigration is not a Rgvedic idea. There is no doubt that Puriiravas is to
go to his final destiny, pass from the sight of men (astem adarSane, Amarakosa

3.4.17). He himself says that he is to die, in 14, where going to a far distance, lying
down in the lap of Nirrti and so on are familiar idiomatic circumlocutions for: death.

This has, again, been taken as a desire to commit suicide for being bereft of his love
—a proposition far too romantic for the Rgveda, paiticularly as no word of endca{-
ment passes between these two! Urvadi scems to console him in the noxt 7k by
assuring him that h& is not to die. But look closer, and it is clear only that he is not
to die a common profane death, not to b eaten by wolves like any untended corpse
in the Iranian dekhma (predecessor of the tower of silence) or the corresponding
open corpse-enclosure, the $masana described in so many Buddhist works, and even
in the Kathasaritsagara. No, he is to be sacrificed to or by the gods; that was his
destiny. Puriiravas was raised for the battle of the gods against the demons so it is
not straining the sense to see in this (x. 95.7) the necessity for sacrificing Puriiravas.
The assurance ‘thou dost not die” is given in almost identical terms to the sacrificed,
cooked, and eaten horse in RV, i. 162. 21 na vai u eban mriyese. In fact, the horse
is going to the gods, freed from all his earthly troubles and brings victory to the
sacrificers.  We should not be surprised to find Puriiravas assured at the very end
that he is going straight to heaven. That is why he is mrtyubandhuli, not an ordinary
mortal, but one literally bound to death at the sacrifice. This surely explains why
Urva$i has tht heart of hyena (15), why Purliravas’s son can never know his father,
but must oconsole himself with thinking of his mother’s sacred office (12, 13). Even
when he asks Urva$i to turn, ni vartasvq (17) Puriravas does not ask her to turn
back to him, but to turn away from him for his heart quails with dread; quite
naturally, seeing what she is about to do to him. Earlier, he had begged her for long
life (10) (Geldner’s translation “die Urvasi soll noch lange leben” is piffle, seeing that
she is immortal anyway) to which her only answer (11) was that he had been amply
warned in advance as to what fate awaited him, if he insisted upon mating with her.
The light diet admitted by Urvasi in (16) is perhaps a denial of cannibalism as a
motive for killing the hero ; the demon wives of the Kathdasaritsagara derive or sustain
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2.7 ] Tulasi ; the Apsaras .

their supernatural powers by feeding upon human flesh. “The Tulasi (holy basil)

plant is worshipped throughout the country, being planted in the courtyard or near

the entrance of every devout Hindu houschold, on square

vrndavana pedestals which are really horned altars almost

identical in form with those found (Fig. 2.2) at non-Israeclite

10th century BC Megiddo, and others still further away from

India. The plant yoddess is married every year (now to

Krsna), the reason buried deep in the mass of her legends

(mahatmya) being given that she is a widow. This can only

mean the annual death (by sacrifice) of the hushand, which

brings us back to Urvasi and Purtravas. It is not too fanciful

Fig. 2.2. to see the ancient sacrifice and its derivative legend reflected

Pre-Israelite altar. in Keats' Isebelle, a pcem based upon a story in Boccaccio.

The heroine buries her murdered lover's head in a flower-pot, and plants a Basil tuft
over it, always keeping the Basil-pot by her side.

2.7. URVASI'S ASSOCIATES

There is some doubt still as to the translation of the first half of x 95.6. Are
sujiarnth. . . granthini ceranyul to be taken as names, or are they adjectives of Srenih ?
Taking the latter meaning, we might have a description of the line of dancers at
sacrifice. In the first sense, they are other apsarasas, companions of Urva§i. These
particular names are not to be found anywhere else, while the peculiar hiatus in
sumnaapr can’'t be explained in either case. No apsaras are named in® the Rgveda,
except Urvasi, if we leave out this passage. The Atharva-veda does have several
others (AV. iv. 37.3 etc.): Guggulu, Pila, Naladi, Auksagandhi, Pramandini whose
names indicate some sort of a smell in each case. The Vajasaneyi Samhitd (xv. 15ff.
cf. also Taitt. Sam. iv. 4.3) names a different lot, two by two, to accompany several
gods : Puiijikasthala, Kratusthala for Agni; Menaka, Sahajanyia for Vayu, Pram-
locanti, Anulocantl (both prone to strip themseclves) for Sirya; Visviic® Ghrtac ;
Urvasi and Puarvacitti .(for Parjanya). As pairs of female attendants for each male
god, they are a normal feature of temple-reliefy, especially in the South, and may be
studicd also in the Ambarnath temple (1060 AD). These anticipate the later
Saktis, or the regular mates of the gods (Laksmi for Visnu etc.), and it is remarkable
that they should occur so early. There are plenty more, as in AV. vi. 118. 1-2,
Ugrajit, Ugrampadya, Rastrabhrt though only two of these might be apsaras. Clearly,
the number of these nymphs is legion. Menakid (the name is a pre-Aryan word for
‘woman’) is known in the Sakuntald episode for her seduction of Visvimitra. Her
daughter Sakuntalad is, remarkably enough, herself called an apsaras in the Satapatha
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Water-N ymphs [ 2.7

Brihmana (xiii. 5.4.11). She has some quite extraordinary features, for her name
is derived from birds having fed her as an exposed infant ; these birds were carrion-
eaters, presumably vultures (Mbk. 1.67.10-11) and birds of ill-omen, Sekunta. But
Urvadi is the most prominent of these, and is unquestionably a water-goddess besides
being able to traverse the air as in x. 95.17 -above.

The apsarasas as watcr-goddesses appear in the legend of Vasistha's birth (RV.
vii.33), where the sage is surrounded by these nymphs (vii.33.9). Vasistha is
apparently clad in the lightning vidyuto jyotih pari samjihanam (vii. 33.10) which
recalls the lightning flash of the later Puriravas legend that disclosed the hero in his
nakedness. The actual birth of Vasistha is obscured by vii. 33.11-13 which report
variously : wutasi maitravaruno vasitho'rvasyaé brahman manaso’ dhi jatah, then
apsarasall pari jajie vasisthah, and then that he was born fiom the seed of Mitra and
Varuna poured into a kumbhe, um, and that the all-gods culled him from the lotus-
pond : viSve devah puskare tvadadanta. Being bom from or because of the apsaras
Urvadi and brought to human beings by the similarly born Agastya was Vasistha's
origin as a Brahmin, obviously un-Aryan as we shall see later. .

We may note in passing that several apsanasas occupy such prominent place near
the beginning of some royal genealogy : Menaka (Sakuntald), Ghrthaci, Alam<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>